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Part I: Community Acceptance Framework

Introduction

This is a regional planning document for housing, and is intended to serve as a resource for local jurisdictions, the Growth Management Planning Council, and housing organizations throughout King County.  This document presents “Best Practice Options” to gain community support for housing strategies and to achieve local housing goals.  The options presented in this document have each met two important tests.  First, if implemented, the Best Practice Options will respond to key values and concerns held by citizens of King County with respect to housing.  Second, these practices address the concerns and ideas of a diverse set of housing practitioners working throughout King County.

Purpose of the Regional Housing Project

The Regional Housing Project is an initiative led by the Growth Management Planning Council of King County (GMPC).  The purpose of the Regional Housing Project is to identify practices that will help jurisdictions achieve local and regional goals for housing.  

Consistent with this general purpose, the Regional Housing Project has three objectives:

1. Link community values regarding housing to specific measures that will increase the overall supply of housing in King County, including the supply of  affordable housing. 

2. Increase public awareness and understanding of issues related to affordable housing, housing development, and growth management. 

3. Develop research and communication tools and products that may be replicable and useful in other areas of the state planning under the Growth Management Act.

This approach is unique among regional planning efforts around the U.S., as it seeks to listen to the voices of everyday citizens and capture their values.  This makes it possible for members of existing communities to become equal partners with policy makers and those who create housing to achieve housing goals in King County.

Linking Community Values to Housing Strategies

As part of the Regional Housing Project, this report builds upon community values as expressed in a series of focus groups held throughout King County.  The focus groups asked citizens: What are the values of King County citizens with respect to housing?  Citizen responses obtained through this process have been used to develop a set of Best Practice Options that local jurisdictions can use to develop housing strategies that will achieve community support.  The three primary tasks of the Regional  Housing Project are to:

1. Solicit Community Input Through Community Focus Groups.  The following chapter of this report describes a series of 14 community focus groups, held throughout the King County region. These focus groups were designed to help policy makers learn more about community housing values, housing development concerns of existing residents, and suggestions for improved implementation of local and regional housing policies.  The ideas expressed in the focus groups are summarized as  “themes”  in this report.

2. Identify Best Practice Options.   This step involved extensive research of Best Practices in Washington and throughout the U.S. related to housing production that fit the housing themes expressed by King County residents.  This report describes this research effort and selected Best Practice examples.  The wide range of best practices was also discussed through a series of interviews with housing developers and industry representatives to gain additional insight into implementation strategies that could be supported not only by community members, but also by those who create housing.  

3. Develop Outreach and Best Practices Toolkit.  The Regional Housing Project intends to provide pubic outreach tools that can be tailored for local purposes.  As a starting point, in addition to this report, the Regional Housing Project is planning to prepare a video to highlight housing need, community values, and best practices.  Concepts from this report and the video will be augmented by a Regional Housing Project Resources web site that may include other tools such as model ordinances and links to related efforts in King County.  

How to Use This Report

This report is not meant to be a finished strategy or action plan for housing; rather, it is a starting point in the discussion of ways to improve how housing is provided throughout King County.  

The report is divided into two parts.  Part I provides the reader with an overview of community and practitioner concerns regarding housing in King County, and reconciles these two series of themes into a Community Acceptance Framework.  This approach bridges the divergent dialogue of citizens, practitioners, and decision-makers that often occurs in King County regarding housing development issues.  Part I also introduces Best Practice Options for each Framework, addressing both citizen and practitioner concerns.

Part II is intended to serve as a resource for local King County jurisdictions by describing each Framework issue and Best Practice Options to resolve it, based on examples from around the U.S.  First, examples of current local practices within King County are summarized to provide a sense of how these issues are currently being addressed.  It should be noted that current local practices were not exhaustively inventoried for this report; rather, they are included to highlight examples of local practices that are already working to address the issues.  Then, for each Framework, a series of Best Practice Options are profiled, based on examples from cities around the U.S.  These Best Practice Option descriptions are purposefully brief to give an overview of what is working elsewhere.  In each Best Practice Option section, a web address is included for those readers interested in further information.  

The report ends with a Next Steps chapter, providing recommended courses of action to the GMPC.  

Community Values and Themes

Summary of Community Focus Group Process

In order to develop an  understanding of King County residents’ opinions and values regarding housing, a focus group approach was taken.  This technique allows for an in-depth exploration of perspectives on housing with a small group of participants and a trained focus group guide.  

Structure and Recruitment

A total of 14 focus groups were held during the first phase of the Regional Housing Project, including 12 groups of adult registered voters with a track record of voting in three out of the last four elections.  To obtain input from future county residents, two additional focus groups were organized with high school and community college students.  All focus group sessions were facilitated by Pacific Rim Resources (PRR) of Seattle.  

The 12 adult focus groups were divided by sub-region to obtain more localized input on specific issues.  Three groups drew from Seattle residents, two from North King County cities, three from the Eastside, two from Southwest King County, and two from Southeast King County.  All focus groups participants were screened during recruitment so that participants represented a balance of renters, owners, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and occupation.

Process

Focus group participants began each session by talking to the group about their current housing situation, and also by relating a story about a housing issue and how it had affected them.  Then, each focus group was led through two exercises designed to elicit discussion about housing issues and community values.  The first exercise used a series of symbol cards showing various aspects of housing design, housing need, and housing development issues.  Participants were asked to rate each symbol card according to general acceptability/importance.  For example, a symbol card showing a playground with the word “parks” was rated in terms of importance to the participants when considering whether to accept new housing development.  Throughout the exercise, focus group participants were encouraged to engage in an open discussion of the various issues and aspects of housing development in their community. 

Next, the focus group participants were asked to simulate a citizen review process by determining how they would advise their City Council regarding a hypothetical development proposal for 100 housing units, with the stipulation that the citizens must accommodate half affordable and half market-rate units, and could not use more than five acres of land to accommodate this growth.  Further, to purposefully direct the discussion, participants were informed that non-acceptance of this housing growth was not an option – growth will come to their community and it must somehow be accommodated.  Participants used their own prior discussions regarding affordable housing need, the benefits of growth management, and opinions about appropriate density and product types from the first exercise to work through difficult land use choices.  

Common Focus Group Themes

Among all of the focus groups, several common themes emerged, as summarized below:

1. Grasp of Basic Housing Issues & Concern About Decreasing Affordability.  One of the most consistent outcomes of the focus groups was the strong understanding of basic housing needs and issues by most participants.  Almost all participants already understood that significant growth has occurred over the past decade, that there is a demand for more housing , and that the future of the region depends in part on finding better approaches to accommodating development within local communities.  

Moreover, almost all participants could relate stories about escalating prices, and almost all understood the need to provide for more affordable housing opportunities to lower income households.  Most participants were able to make the connection between these issues and the Growth Management Act, and did not challenge the premise that growth management was good for their quality of life.  As one participant stated “It’s not the idea of growth management, but how it has been implemented in King County that causes me to be concerned.”

Citizens’ understanding of basic housing issues suggests that public education messages and policy discussions should be sophisticated, addressing the specific concerns of residents rather than emphasizing the general need for housing production and affordable housing.
2. Lack of Certainty about Future Land Uses.  To participants in the focus groups, uncertainty about future land use was expressed in terms of observed changes in surrounding land uses after the residents moved into their neighborhoods, causing concern about future change.  This idea was also expressed in terms of being surprised by housing development proposals and the lack of understanding that new development might be allowable in specific locations.  

Citizens want better information about potential neighborhood growth and development plans.  The lack of certainty about future development was often expressed in conjunction with the need to consult with community residents early and often when new developments are being considered.  Citizens were upset by the element of surprise, leading to escalating concern over future land use certainty.  

3. Increased Community Input in Decision-Making Process.  Citizens expressed a strong interest in having a greater voice in land use decision-making.  Moreover, citizens wanted assurance that their input would be sought early in the development process, and that their concerns would be seriously considered.

Citizens want to see how their participation makes a difference and how their concerns are considered seriously in the decision making process.  While most local agencies already offer opportunities for early and meaningful input in land use processes, this process is not always clearly communicated or perceived as trustworthy by citizens concerned about housing projects.  Conversely, one point of frustration for local officials is the tendency for last minute citizen appeals and objections, regardless of the amount of early input made available.

4. Better Design and Construction Quality.  All of the focus groups emphasized the importance of new housing design and construction quality, and how experiences with poor design and construction quality have led to some of the concerns over development proposals.  For the Southwestern Sub-Region (Des Moines and Federal Way), this concern was of critical importance, due to past experiences with  a large number of poorly designed and badly constructed multifamily projects.  

The appearance, construction materials, and maintenance of housing matter to citizens.  Practices that result in improved design and construction quality need to be better integrated into policies and programs, and also better communicated to show progress and future improvement.

5. Concern About Traffic Congestion.  To varying degrees, all focus groups expressed strong concerns about the effects that traffic from new housing can have on communities.  A related theme expressed by most participants stressed the need to build transportation capacity before new housing is developed, rather than the perceived current practice of allowing five years after development to address traffic needs.
Housing and traffic are inseparable concerns for many citizens.  Increased traffic congestion is one of the key underlying perceived results of growth. 

6. Willingness to Accept Density Under Certain Conditions.  Because the focus group participants generally understood the need to accommodate growth by creating greater housing density, there was a much more nuanced discussion of density than expected.  Participants in most sub-regions accepted the general concept that housing density was not necessarily a negative idea, and that density in appropriate locations could bring increased transit use, urban amenities and quality of life.  However, certain product types were generally preferred over others, and this finding also varied by sub-region.  In Seattle and the Eastside, for instance, focus group participants were willing to accept higher densities in the form of mid- to high-rise (up to 50 units per acre or more) buildings provided that these were appropriately sited and designed.  Although all of the focus groups expressed a general preference for ownership housing and for detached single family units, the idea of increasing density in mixed-use urban centers was also accepted.  Apart from the Southwest focus groups, there was a general acknowledgement that a range of building types from high rise apartments to small lot single family homes will be needed to accommodate future household growth in the region.  
The exception to this finding was that traditional two and three story garden style multifamily apartments were considered generally unacceptable, due to the perception that these products had been constructed too inexpensively and in inappropriate locations.  This feeling was particularly strong in the Eastside focus groups.  

When citizens object to density, they are often objecting to poor design.  Citizens are more likely to accept higher densities when certain core principles of good design are followed – such as entrances from the street, and the use of high quality materials, detailing and landscaping.  Moreover, the location of density is key – many focus group participants expressed support of density in designated urban centers and other appropriate locations.  

Specific Sub-Regional Focus Group Themes

Other themes emerged from the focus groups that were unique or emphasized differently in each sub-region.  These specific sub-regional themes included: 

1. Parks and Open Space.  Parks, open space, and the preservation of rural lands were key issues for the Eastside, North King County, and Southeast focus groups.  Particularly in the Kent focus groups, many participants expressed concern over the ongoing loss of farmland and pristine rural areas.  In the North King County groups, the preservation of open space and the area’s suburban character emerged as an important issue.  In Bellevue, many Eastside residents focused on the importance of providing new parks and open space to achieve community acceptance of new housing development. 

2. Schools and Public Facilities.  Eastside residents expressed especially strong concerns about the need for adequate school facilities to accommodate new housing development.  Issaquah residents with children in elementary school noted that existing infrastructure planning practices had resulted in their children spending much of their early education in overcrowded trailer classrooms.  Moreover, many Eastside residents felt that development was taking place without adequate planning for the immediate and long-term impacts on all types of public infrastructure.  

3. Distrust of Public Policy Decision-Making.  In both the Southeast and Southwest King County focus groups, residents expressed an overall distrust of local government, focusing particularly on accountability and the use of tax revenues.  In Des Moines, the level of distrust expressed by focus group participants was so intense that many participants refused to complete the structured focus group exercises in order to emphasize their opposition to any new developments and dissatisfaction with prior planning efforts. 

Housing Practitioner Themes

Practitioner Input Process

The GMPC and other regional groups have been exploring ways of developing  regional housing strategies during the past months.  One such effort, convened by the GMPC, was a Regional Housing Retreat held in March 2000.  The Retreat invited broad discussion from industry leaders and GMPC officials regarding housing production, affordability issues, and  local practices.  The Retreat identified a series of key actions that are under exploration by the GMPC including increasing the use of programmatic Environmental Impact Statements (EISs); considering jobs/housing distribution issues; raising the SEPA threshold to 20 units; reducing burdensome parking requirements; and amending local building codes to allow wood frame construction in excess of four stories. 

Subsequently, for the Regional Housing Project, three additional meetings as well as a series of individual interviews with practitioners were held to obtain input from homebuilders, non-profit developers, and public policy groups on housing issues in King County.  At the conclusion of the focus group sessions with citizens, a second round of one-on-one key informant interviews with housing practitioners were conducted to obtain reactions to the themes emerging from the focus groups, as well as suggestions on implementation strategies that could be undertaken by the GMPC.  This input from housing practitioners is summarized below.

Practitioner Themes

From these informal practitioner discussions, the following major themes emerged:

1. Developers and Local Governments Need to Better Communicate with the Public.  Industry representatives generally felt that their projects experienced opposition or misunderstanding because the developers’ and local governments’ communication with citizens was not effective.  The specific circumstances vary, and are difficult to generalize.  Sometimes this was also expressed by developers as frustration that citizens would not pay attention until after the project had been publicly presented and it was late in the approval process.  Other times, especially in the case of affordable housing, developers expressed the feeling that their own communication process had been effective over the long run, but had taken undue amounts of their time and expense.  

2. Land Use Entitlement Uncertainty.  Industry representatives expressed this concern in several ways, including the difficulty in ascertaining the land use entitlement risk when securing sites, the lack of specificity of development regulations, and lack of information about acceptable levels of density in a community.  Although communities publish Comprehensive Plans and have zoned land for specific uses and ranges of density, questions regarding the specificity of how much and what kind of housing can be built face most developers as they prepare their development plans.  

3. Unpredictability of Project Review.  This issue was raised repeatedly by both market rate and affordable housing developers, who cited examples of unexpected or multi-agency project review, sometimes without advance understanding of criteria for project acceptance.  Practitioners also cited unpredictable review timelines and uncoordinated reviews by multiple agencies.  

4. Willingness to Build to Higher Densities.  Some industry representatives stated that they would be very willing to build at higher densities if they had advance guidance as to what density level would be accepted by the community.  Without such guidance, developers tended to propose densities at the least risky level from an acceptance standpoint in order to expedite their project approvals.

5. Infrastructure Challenges.  This issue was specifically mentioned with respect to roads, and water and sewer infrastructure.  Infrastructure challenges mentioned by practitioners varied significantly by sub-region.  In general, industry representatives felt that cities in King County tend to conduct uncoordinated infrastructure planning, and that  housing developers are often burdened with financing off-site local infrastructure needs.  The timing of infrastructure concurrency review was also mentioned as a challenge to effective housing development.

6. Rising Development Costs.  This issue was mentioned by many practitioners as the reason why housing was becoming increasingly less affordable.  The relationships between land cost, construction cost, development and infrastructure fees, length of time to obtain approvals, and the ultimate sale or rental value of new housing meant that developers could no longer afford to take the risk of developing inexpensive housing units.  They need to concentrate on building more expensive housing to compensate for all of the obstacles to gaining development approvals (along with rising “hard” costs).  

Community Acceptance Framework

Many of the focus group themes correspond to housing practitioner themes in King County, although in some cases, focus groups expressed the mirror image of industry viewpoints.  For example, focus groups uniformly desired increased community participation in land use decision-making, while industry representatives understood the problem as not communicating effectively with local residents.  

The challenge of this report is to reconcile community and practitioner themes with the housing goals of local jurisdictions.  Table 1 presents a Community Acceptance Framework, which synthesized the themes from the  focus groups convened for this project, relates these community themes to practitioner themes, and suggests Community Acceptance Strategies and Best Practice Options that have been used across the U.S. to implement them.  

The following chapters describe each Community Acceptance Strategy in more detail, profiling current local practices and Best Practice Options that could form the basis for effective local and regional housing strategies.

Table 1: Community Acceptance Framework

	Community Themes


	
	Practitioner Themes


	
	Community Acceptance Strategy

& Best Practice Options

	
	
	
	
	

	Increase Community Input into Decision-Making


	(
	Better Communicate with Public
	(
	#1: Build Community Partnerships

· Citizens’ Regional Housing Advisory Committee

· Encourage Developer Interest & Expand Developer Capacity

· Engage King County Business Leaders in Housing Discussion

	Lack of Land Use Certainty


	(
	Land Use Entitlement Uncertainty
	(
	#2: Plan for Land Use Certainty

· Regional Housing Strategy

· Housing Opportunity Sites

· Specific Plan

· Programmatic EIS

	Better Design and Construction Quality


	(
	Unpredictability of Project Review
	(
	#3: Promote Quality Design & Development

· Promote “Good” Design Through Public Education and Awards 

· Encourage Development Standards Consistent with Regional and Local Planning Goals 

· “New Urbanist” Zoning Codes 

· Develop Clear Design Guidelines 


	Community Themes


	
	Practitioner Themes


	
	Community Acceptance Strategy

& Best Practice Options

	Traffic Congestion


	(
	Infrastructure Challenges
	(
	#4: Ensure Adequate Infrastructure

· Conduct Regional Concurrency Assessment

· Regional Financing Pools



	Willingness to Accept Density Under Certain Conditions


	(
	Lack of Community Acceptance of Density
	(
	#5: Focus on Urban Centers & In-Fill Locations

· Location Efficient Mortgages 

· Transfer of Development Credits 

· Expand Minimum Density Standards

· Encourage In-Fill Development on Underutilized Sites
· Target Infrastructure Improvements to Support Development in Urban Areas


	Concern About Affordability


	(
	Rising Development Costs
	(
	#6: Meet Affordable Housing Needs

· Explore Broader Implementation of Incentive Based Programs 

· Establish a Regional Senior Housing Task Force  

· Regional Homeownership Partnership 




Part II: Community Acceptance Strategies & Best Practice Options

Strategy #1: Build Community Partnerships

One of the central findings of the community focus groups conducted for the Regional Housing Project is that citizens feel that they do not have a strong enough voice in the housing production process, from broad policy discussions to local land use planning to development approvals.  Concurrently, practitioners believe that communication with the public regarding housing development is not always effective.  These findings highlight the need to build community partnerships across all levels of citizenry, development industry leaders, large and small business leaders, elected officials, and local government staff.  

Current Local Practices

Although community groups and citizens are often consulted on local policy and project issues, there is limited contact between citizens and the GMPC regarding housing issues.  At the local level, many jurisdictions in King County have routine and on-going citizen outreach and participation processes.  In addition, community groups and citizens are often consulted, both formally and informally, on local policy and project issues.  The GMPC has previously worked with citizens to draft its Countywide Planning Policies.  However, at present, the GMPC does not have a standing citizen’s committee.

On a more formal level, there are several organizations working towards the goal of building community housing partnerships.  For example, A Regional Coalition for Housing (ARCH) is a cooperative effort of seven Eastside cities and King County dedicated to increasing the supply of affordable housing in East County.  ARCH provides technical assistance, helps distribute Housing Trust fund monies, assists member jurisdictions to conduct housing planning, conducts community outreach, and serves as a referral resource.  Another example of regional partnerships is REACH, a collaboration between Tukwila and King County to facilitate homeownership initiatives in South King County.

In terms of local government partnerships with lenders and major employers, the Seattle HomeTown Homeloan program, a partnership of the City of Seattle and Home Street Savings Bank, offers low cost home mortgages for purchase of in-city units to employees of major institutions.  Eligible employees include those working at the City of Seattle, the University of Washington, the Seattle Education Association, the Seattle-King County Housing Development Consortium, the Greater Seattle Church Council, the Seattle Community College District, and Providence Health System (Puget Sound Service Area).

Best Practice Options

1. Citizen’s Regional Housing Advisory Committee.  Throughout the focus group sessions, many participants expressed a strong interest in playing a greater role in housing planning and development in the King County region.  At the same time, many participants indicated disaffection and mistrust for planning bodies in charge of implementing the Growth Management Act.  A Citizens’ Regional Housing Advisory Committee would build upon the outreach effort initiated with the Regional Housing Project, and extend citizen involvement directly into policymaking and housing leadership at the regional level.  As one of its activities, this citizens advisory committee could advise the GMPC and its staff on effective outreach and housing strategies for King County as whole, and for its various sub-regions.  The structure and responsibilities of this Citizen’s Advisory Committee need to be further explored by GMPC members to maximize citizen input into GMPC activities.
Citizen Advisory Groups for Regional Housing Implementation - Portland, OR and Austin, TX.  Both of these regions are currently undergoing regional housing strategic planning efforts, and both have recommended regional advisory groups a part of their implementation strategies. For more information, see www.caction.org for Austin, TX, and www.metro.dst.or.us/growth/tfplan/affordable/ for Portland, OR.  
2. Encourage Developer Interest and Expand Developer Capacity.  In order to improve local partnerships, developer talent and skills for building acceptable, well designed in-fill housing should be expanded.  This type of development increasingly demands developer skills in areas such as mixed use financing, higher density design, community involvement, and the ability to meet the goals of local citizens and officials in ways that also create financially viable projects.  The King County region possesses a large number of talented and progressive developers with these skills and who are committed to the goals of the GMA.  Through existing organizations like the Housing Partnership, the professional capacities of these developers can be tapped.  Other partnerships with national development groups such as the Urban Land Institute and the Congress for New Urbanism have expanded developer capacity for smart growth and in-fill housing development.  More targeted local efforts, such as the Bay Area Progressive Developer Network sponsored by Urban Ecology, bring together private developers interested in promoting sustainable development.  

The Bay Area Progressive Developer Network (San Francisco Bay Area) is a group of developers organized by Urban Ecology, a national sustainable development organization based in the Bay Area. The network, started in 1998, includes both affordable and market-rate developers who build innovative infill, mixed-use projects.  Urban Ecology supports the developers through educational forums on topics such as financing mixed-use projects and transit-oriented development.  Urban Ecology also endorses progressive projects, acts as a referral service for developers in the network, and builds relationships in the progressive building community. Unique in the U.S., this network is a striking example of the growing alliance between the environmental and development communities.  Information about the Progressive Developer Network can be found at www.urbanecology.org.

3. Engage King County Business Leaders in Housing Discussions.  Focus group participants and industry representatives alike realize that employers in King County have an important economic stake in assuring that their employees can find affordable housing.  They also have a special responsibility to partner with public agencies in addressing  jobs/housing issues which can result in longer commute times, traffic congestion, environmental degradation, and ultimately a decline in overall quality of life.  The potential of corporate engagement in regional housing issues was recently illustrated by the $40M donation of the Gates Foundation to homeless agencies in Seattle.

The initiation of this discussion has varied across the U.S.  Sometimes, the business community has become concerned with labor shortages and rising housing prices, leading to business community initiation of the discussion with government.  In other cases, such as Florida, state government used its environmental review powers to engage a large employer, Disney, in discussions regarding mitigations when expanding Disney World.  For King County, with its strong focus on implementing the GMA, this outreach to the business community can be initiated directly by its leadership through mechanisms such as a special event and/or a Blue Ribbon Panel of business interests.  

Nationally, there are a variety of examples of employer driven efforts to address housing scarcity and the spatial separation of jobs and housing production.  In the San Francisco region, the Bay Area Council, initiated by the business community, brings together business leaders and elected officials to work on sustainable development initiatives throughout the region.  Current efforts include creating a sustainable community development venture capital fund to target urban mixed use projects.  Bay Area Council also has taken an advocacy position in favor of regional planning and sustainable economic development.  The organization is an excellent model for business/government partnerships with a regional focus.  For further information, see www.bayareacouncil.org.  

Another San Francisco Bay Area example is the recent collaborative effort by the Silicon Valley Manufacturers Group and Greenbelt Alliance to study the jobs/housing balance, current land use designations, and density patterns in order to support needed future housing and ensure adequate Silicon Valley economic growth.  The report, “Housing Solutions for Silicon Valley: Housing Solutions Report,” advocates for increasing housing densities, particularly around transit centers and near key employment nodes.  The report can be found at  www.svmg.org.  

In Portland, OR the manufacturing company Siltronic has partnered with non-profit housing developers and Fannie Mae to subsidize the down payments and closing costs of Siltronic employees who are first-time homebuyers.  More information can be found at www.siltronic.com/cm/wacker/wacker3.html.  

In Milwaukee, WI a program is underway called “Walk to Work.”  Under this program , employers assist their employees with the down payment and closing costs within a designated area around the work site.  The funds for this program are provided by the Wisconsin Department of Transportation.  

Strategy #2: Plan for Land Use Certainty

Citizens are concerned that decisions about land use are often made without community involvement, and are poorly publicized.  As a result, communities often react with surprise or anger when a housing development is proposed in their community, especially when the development type is unfamiliar to the community.  

Industry representatives expressed similar concerns about the large degree of uncertainty in the land use planning and project approvals process.  Like community members, practitioners often express frustration at the lack of predictability in project development, especially in terms of early guidance on community acceptance of housing sites.  

The concept of land use certainty presents challenging trade-offs as well.  Land use is a dynamic process, and allowable land uses need to respond to changing market conditions, development types, growth patterns, transportation options, and individual land owner interests.  Jurisdictions in King County follow a number of practices related to planning for land use certainty and housing development, seeking to provide guidance and regulation without constraining development where it is needed.  These include preparing Comprehensive Plans, Housing Elements, neighborhood and urban center plans, and more recently, transit station area plans.  In addition, jurisdictions zone land use, and follow various systems of permitting for development.  All of these systems are intended to provide for land use certainty, minimizing citizen surprise and developer risk.  Nevertheless, the need for greater certainty was clearly expressed by both citizens and practitioners consulted for this report, with varying degrees of concern depending on the respondent’s particular geographic focus.

Research for this report did not analyze the level of land use certainty in any particular location within King County; rather, this Strategy is included to address the perceptions expressed clearly by both citizens and practitioners that land use uncertainty presents a basic obstacle to housing production.  

Current Local Practices 

The following highlights key aspects of current local practice that seek to plan for housing/land use certainty.

Housing Elements

As part of the 1990 Growth Management Act (GMA), jurisdictions in Washington are required to prepare Housing Elements to inventory and analyze existing and projected housing needs; set forth goals and objectives for preservation, improvement, and development of housing; identify sufficient and appropriately zoned land for housing; and provide for existing and projected needs of all economic segments of the community.  However, most Washington State Housing Elements do not specify where the affordable housing should be built. 

Neighborhood Plans

An example of greater land use certainty is found in Seattle’s neighborhood plans, although these vary in scope and detail.  Some are generalized policy documents, while others are more comprehensive.  The Broadview/Bitter Lake/Haller Lake Neighborhood Plan, for example, presents design guidelines and land use goals for particular districts within the neighborhood.  Renderings and highly specified land use, transportation, and housing policies offer developers a sense of appropriate projects and potential building sites.  The Central Area Neighborhood Plan also attempts to establish land use certainty though renderings of “Preferred,” “Acceptable,” and “Not Acceptable” design options for particular sites.

Another example of local practices to plan for housing/land use certainty is the Sound Transit’s Link Light Rail Station Area Plans for Seattle.  These plans overlay existing zoning requirements and identify development opportunity sites, providing residents and developers with a clear vision for each station area.

Facilitating the Development Process

Facilitating the development process also provides more land use certainty.  State law has required Washington cities and counties to streamline permit review procedures in accordance with mandated time frames; these requirements have expired but  may be reinstated in the future.  

As part of its effort to facilitate the permitting process, King County offers an online property research service that provides parcel specific information.  Developers and other interested parties can access land use, zoning, assessed property value, and ownership information through this service.

A local example of streamlined permitting is the process followed by the City of Shoreline, which includes holding pre-application conferences between applicants and staff to clarify expectations and requirements; offering "one-stop shopping,"(where most development-related permits are handled through one department); providing administrative review and action on permits involving minor impacts; assigning a single staff contact to help an applicant throughout a project; utilizing technical review committees to coordinate multiple department review; encouraging early meetings with neighbors; permitting more uses "by-right" (ensuring that a permit is issued, provided that specific, well-crafted standards are met, rather than rely on discretionary review by commissions); and using computers to track permit status. 

Best Practice Options

The following options are arrayed from “regional” through “city” to “parcel-specific” levels of Best Practice. 

1. Regional Housing Strategy. Housing planning efforts now taking place at the regional level in King County are an important first step toward the development of a regional housing strategy that may bring the higher level of certainty that citizens and practitioners seek.  Further development of the GMPC’s “Housing Road Map” is one way of tracking regional efforts and building collaboration.  In many regions, housing is a component of overall inter-jurisdictional planning, but rarely is the subject of a separate regional planning initiative.  However, many areas seeking to achieve smart growth are investigating better strategic planning.  

In the Silicon Valley of California, the recent collaborative effort between  the Silicon Valley Manufacturers Group and the Greenbelt Alliance resulted in a complete inventory of available residential land in all of the Valley’s 21 cities.  This data collection and strategic planning effort resulted in a comprehensive set of land supply maps showing the actual location of vacant parcels and the general vicinity of underutilized land throughout the region.  These maps also displayed urban center boundaries, redevelopment project areas, specific plan areas and transit stops.  This analysis showed that the Silicon Valley’s existing land supply under current zoning standards falls well below projected demand for new units, and changes in land use designations are needed to meet future housing demand.  This regional level baseline analysis of land availability points to the need for more creative use of infill and redevelopment sites, as well as to a general need for increasing allowable densities on vacant development sites.  For developers, citizens and policymakers alike, the first step towards land use certainly is a solid understanding of how much residential land is available, where it is located and what types and intensities of development are permitted.  For more information on this planning effort, see  www.svmg.org.
2. Local Designation of Housing Opportunity Sites.  Beyond inventorying land to ensure that sufficient supply exists with zoning for residential uses, some cities in the U.S. have taken the added step of identifying specific sites that are suitable for affordable and market rate housing.  When performed in conjunction with a systemic analysis of the relationship of zoning and public facilities and services to these sites, this can be an effective means of adding certainty to the development approvals process, while also enabling existing residents to anticipate future actions.  

California Housing Elements with Designated Housing Opportunity Sites.  California law requires Housing Elements as a component each jurisdiction’s General Plan, with updated Housing Elements required for submission to the State for certification every five years.  The Housing Element encourages identification of Housing Opportunity sites to show the locations where jurisdictions intend to meet fair share housing goals (for both overall production, for affordable housing provision, and for homeless/transitional housing facilities)).  The goal of this process is  to provide an opportunity for citizens to have a say in where housing will be built in their communities, and at what range of density.  More information on California Housing Elements can be found at www.hcd.ca.gov.  

As an example at the local level,  the small community of Emeryville, CA ( in the San Francisco Bay Area) is currently in the process of updating its housing element slightly ahead of most other Northern California cities.  After an extensive upcoming citizen review process, Emeryville will have the capacity to integrate identified housing opportunity sites into a pre-existing on-line one stop shop accessible through the City web site at www.ci.emeryville.ca.us. 

3. Specific Plans.  In California, Specific Plans are a tool used to implement general/comprehensive plan goals for a specific defined area, covering one to several land owners’ parcels.  Unlike neighborhood plans, Specific Plans function as separate implementing documents, linking and refining land use designations and design policies from the comprehensive plan with development proposals, landowner interests, and community concerns for a particular area.  Specific Plans include well defined land use designations,  development standards, and a capital improvement financing strategy to tie together the vision with the implementation steps needed to achieve it.  They are usually developed through a detailed process of stakeholder consensus, and are often favored by developers to bring land use certainty for large projects or areas requiring extensive infrastructure improvement.  Once adopted by the local government, Specific Plan land use designations are legally binding, and must be amended using a legal process.

In essence, the specific plan is a vehicle for allowing community members, planners and developers to work together to implement comprehensive plan goals in a way which is realistic and practical for a small geographic area facing difficult development issues such as lack of infrastructure, sensitive environmental conditions, or community opposition to development.  

For jurisdictions in King County, the concepts underlying this model have strong potential for  bringing improved land use certainty to areas designated as urban centers, or for areas experiencing intense job growth, demand for housing, and/or development pressure.  Building on existing neighborhood and area plans, more detailed plans which specify parcel level development densities, maximum building envelopes, public and private investment in infrastructure, financing mechanisms, and a phasing schedule, could serve as an effective means of linking policy goals with the ultimate built environment.  However, it should be noted that achieving land use certainty to the level of the California Specific Plan, would likely require state legislative action to provide the land use specificity allowed under California law.

For small geographic areas within cities Specific Plans have become an important tool to implement general plan policies, specifying development densities and building envelopes while also integrating financing mechanisms for public infrastructure and other public investments.  The Specific Plan process requires extensive stakeholder participation, allowing for a consensus on land use mix, density, and other development parameters, eliminating the surprises expressed by citizens in focus groups.  See www.ceres.ca.gov/planning/specific/index.html for an overview of legal and planning issues.  For examples of Specific Plans adopted for areas within the City of Los Angeles, see www.cithofla.org/PLN/index.htm.  

4. Programmatic EIS.  The Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) provides that a permitting agency must conduct an environmental review of a development issue or area of development.  Rather than conducting this review at the time a project is proposed, a programmatic EIS can be performed more broadly at the time a neighborhood or area plan is adopted. streamlining future project-level review and bringing more certainty to the process.  Project-level SEPA review can then subsequently focus on only those environmental issues that diverge from the analysis previously performed during the programmatic EIS.  

A Programmatic EIS can be also be a useful mechanism for analyzing local impacts of multiple new development projects on systems such as transportation and other infrastructure.  SEPA mitigation may be able to set forth a plan for adequately addressing these impacts during the early programmatic phase.  This approach can also provide citizens with greater assurance that their concerns, now codified in the EIS mitigation plan, will be addressed before development impacts occur.

As an example of this concept, the City of Seattle performed a programmatic EIS on the 1985 Downtown Plan.  Subsequent housing development was streamlined, because project-level environmental review could conclude  with a Determination of Non-Significance (for development that conformed with the Downtown Plan EIS).  In another example, the City of Bellevue performed a programmatic EIS on the Central Business District Transportation Plan and Transportation Financing Plan, easing the SEPA analysis that subsequent housing development needed to perform regarding impacts on traffic and circulation.  

Strategy #3: Promote Quality Design and Development

All of the community focus groups strongly stressed the importance of good design and construction quality as the key decision point in their willingness to accept and support new housing development.  While most focus group participants dealt with the nature of individual housing units, this chapter broadens this discussion to include neighborhood design as well.  Local practitioners indicated that project design review, one of the most common solutions to poor project design quality experiences, can sometimes cause unpredictable community responses.  Poorly written guidelines or indiscriminate review procedures can also increase the time to design and the cost to develop housing.  

The concern for better quality design and construction was most strongly expressed by focus group participants in southern King County.  Practitioners explained this issues as stemming from a history of substantial construction of housing serving lower income households in these areas, without sufficient public and social services put in place to ensure community stability.  As time passed, the physical structures experienced deterioration as resident households and landlords were not able to create stable communities in the face of increased social problems.  Much progress has been made by local jurisdictions to ensure better quality through design guidelines.  South County communities  such as Kent, Renton, Burien, and Tukwila have adopted the strategy of upgrading the development setting with infrastructure, amenities, and access improvements while also establishing a design review process.  While new housing projects resulting from these efforts have been developed, the older examples of objectionable quality still sit amidst some neighborhoods, causing ongoing resistance to housing development.

Current Local Practices

Within King County, this theme encompasses many levels of the land use and development process, from density regulations and development standards as codified in zoning ordinances to jurisdictional design review processes.  To organize the following discussion, three levels of “quality” are addressed: overall neighborhood design and development standards, approaches to density in traditional single family neighborhoods, and project-specific design review procedures.  

Neighborhood Design and Development Standards

Neighborhood design and development standards are most often codified into zoning ordinances.  In the past several years, the thinking on neighborhood design and development has been revolutionized by an approach known as New Urbanism, which promotes high quality neighborhoods and housing units designed and placed on sites in ways that encourage a sense of community.  New Urbanist design principles encompass concepts such as pedestrian-friendly street grids and street widths, small lot and cluster lot layouts, transit-supportive development patterns, accessible community services, and unit designs with front porches and rear garages to encourage neighbor interactions.

Within King County, some communities have inconsistent development standards that affect site planning and neighborhood design causing unintended obstacles to quality residential development.  For example, contemporary community design principles encourage narrower roadways in residential communities to promote more environmentally sensitive and socially cohesive development, but obsolete road standards created to accommodate old fire truck turning radii constrain this design approach.  While new fire vehicles often require smaller turning radii than old ones, obsolete road standards may not reflect this change in practice, blocking implementation of planning visions for pedestrian-friendly streets. 

Approaches to Increasing Residential Density

Within King County, there are many innovative approaches being taken to increase neighborhood residential densities to accommodate growth, while simultaneously encouraging quality design and construction.  Two approaches for which King County jurisdictions serve as national Best Practice models are Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU) and Cottage Housing.

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are secondary residential units developed in typical single family neighborhoods, and have served as a model approach to providing housing choices for smaller households or households needing lower cost housing.  State law required counties planning under the Growth Management Act and cities with populations of over 20,000 to adopt ordinances by the end of 1994 that allow for and encourage the development of ADUs.  To allow some local flexibility, the recommendations are subject to regulations, conditions, procedures, and limitations as determined by the local legislative authority.  The King County Department of Community and Human Services encourages the development of ADUs by providing interest-free loans up to $14,500 for the creation of an ADU.  The loan must be repaid at the time of sale or transfer of title, and the ADU must be rented to low-income tenants.  The program sets rent restrictions for five years or as long as the loan is outstanding.

Cottage housing is another successful approach to increasing housing units in traditional single family neighborhoods.  This model provides small single family units clustered around a common area, and can be designed to fit into existing single family neighborhoods.  Cottages serve the housing needs of small households such as single adults, single parent households, and seniors.  In 1995, the City of Langley on Whidbey Island adopted the Cottage Housing Development (CHD) zoning code.  This ordinance allows for development of clustered cottage units in residential neighborhoods, provided that the units are built as single detached homes with less than 975 square feet of living space and are adjacent to common open space.  In Cottage Housing Development (The Housing Partnership, March 2000), examples of contemporary cottage developments are profiled, including Ravenna Cottages and Pine Street Cottages in Seattle, along with Third Street Cottages on Whidbey Island.  

Project-Level Design Guidelines

Many local governments in King County have implemented design guidelines and/or special incentives to achieve a higher level of design quality.  Design guidelines generally augment zoning standards and address a broader array of site development and building exterior design considerations such as pedestrian orientation, building elements, massing, and character, lighting and safety, and landscape materials.  Design guidelines are administered either through staff review (Kirkland, Seattle, Shoreline) or by a quasi-judicial design review board (Redmond, Edmonds).  Design guidelines are generally more flexible than zoning standards, offering project proponents a variety of ways to address design objectives.  Guidelines can be used as incentives for more intense development or to allow departures from strict zoning requirements (Seattle).  Some local governments also undertake special plans or allow planned residential developments in which a developer, with community participation or review, prepares a plan which may allow greater densities or building size in exchange for superior design quality or amenities (Mill Creek, Renton) .  

The key to creating “best” development standards and design guidelines which address both citizen and practitioner concerns outlined above is finding the appropriate balance between citizen involvement and regulatory flexibility.  

Best Practice Options

1. Promote “Good” Design Through Public Education and Awards.  Housing industry representatives across the U.S. often resist more intensive regulation meant to ensure quality of design and construction, due to the perception that these regulations add to construction costs, and do not necessarily add to rent revenues or sale prices, making projects financially infeasible.  This can  result in a lack of first time buyer home and/or basic rental housing stock construction.  Yet some of the most experienced architects and developers in the U.S. believe that good quality design and reasonable construction practices and materials do not have to cost more money.  In some urban areas, the project receiving the most design awards and the best community acceptance have been Low Income Housing Tax Credit-financed, and serve lower income rental households.  Examples of these well-designed affordable housing projects can be found in publications such as the 1995 publication Good Neighbors: Affordable Family Housing by Michael Payatok and William Pettus. 

There are many other approaches that have been used throughout the U.S., from federal agencies such as HUD to local jurisdictions, that recognize and award “good” design of affordable and market rate housing developments and neighborhoods.  A very basic example is an annual or semi-annual “road trip” or bus tour for elected officials and interested citizens, showing examples of newly built projects incorporating “good” design and management principles.  Other educational tools such as videos and web sites promote best practices to a wider audience.  The GMPC, through it’s Regional Housing Project, plans to create a public educational video showing Best Practices including King County examples of high quality neighborhood and unit design. 

Each year, the City of Reno, NV, in collaboration with local non-profit housing developers, organizes an Affordable Housing Tour of recently built affordable housing developments to showcase their design and quality.  This tour, attended by more than 150 local developers, citizens, elected officials, and members of the press, is enhanced by a booklet profiling each project.  The event is also filmed for broadcast on cable television, and publicized in newspapers.  

2. Encourage Development Standards Consistent with Regional and Local Planning Goals.  The GMPC could encourage local jurisdictions to conduct a regulatory audit to review standards and identify regulations and procedures that constrain innovative solutions.  The GMPC, in partnership with practitioners, could also secure funding to assist in this process across the region, host workshops, and arrange for technical assistance in implementing New Urbanist or related neighborhood design concepts.  

The Portland METRO Regional Affordable Housing Strategy (RAHS)has recommended that local governments conduct reviews to identify and correct discrepancies between local comprehensive plans, zoning and METRO’s Urban Growth Management Functional Plan.  In making this recommendation, the RAHS suggests METRO as a technical resource for local governments, and proposes the development of a regional model for objective design review criteria.  

3. “New Urbanist” Zoning Codes .  In conjunction with an overriding concern for the design and quality of new development, focus group participants often expressed dissatisfaction with what they perceive as the limited offerings of new housing developments.  To address this problem, in many cities throughout the U.S., planners are experimenting with innovative code changes to provide incentives for greater diversity in new development. 
The City of  Fort Collins Colorado has recently adopted a new zoning code which requires planned unit residential development of more than 30 acres to include at least three different types of housing.  As one part of a new “New Urbanist” code, this provision aims to improve the visual appeal of the built environment, as well as to expand consumer choice.  More information on this zoning code can be found at www.ci.fortcollins.co.us/COMMUNITY_PLANNING.

4. Develop Clear Design Guidelines Balancing Certainty with Innovation.  Best practices in design guidelines have evolved so that guidelines allow for creativity while simultaneously providing sufficient direction to developers and architects.  Overly prescriptive guidelines can hinder innovation, while subjective or loose guidelines can lead to a contentious review process.  To achieve balance in the design review process, guidelines should state a design objective and provide alternate ways for the project designer to achieve the objective.  Design codes can also state the guideline as a prescriptive standard but allow alternate design measures as part of the review process.

To augment this flexible approach, many guidelines provide renderings of preferred designs.  Renderings can offer a clear visual representation of design goals without placing undue standards on design details.

Residential Design Strategies for Snohomish County, a tool for developing design guidelines for Snohomish County jurisdictions, offers strategies for achieving flexible design guidelines.  The sample guidelines in the document make developers adhere to a design goal, while allowing for creativity.  For example, design guidelines can require developers to incorporate at least one of a number of design elements on a roofline, including gables, hipped roofs, a prominent cornice, or gambrels.  This strategy adds visual interest to a building without unduly restricting the designer’s creativity.

Strategy #4: Ensure Adequate Infrastructure

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of new housing development in King County is its impact on all types of infrastructure.  From schools, to roads, to water and sewer impacts, focus group participants felt that infrastructure planning and needed improvements have not kept pace with new household growth.  At the same time, development industry representatives feel strongly that new housing projects are often asked to shoulder the burden of piecemeal infrastructure development in the absence of a more coordinated strategy.  Other practitioner comments focused on the timing delays caused by concurrency reviews, and on the inconsistent or unclear impact fee structures applied by jurisdictions within King County.

Current Local Practices

Development Impact Fees

Development impact fees have evolved in King County as a common technique to funding deficient infrastructure as well as support the costs of new growth.  The use and amount of impact fees varies widely across King County jurisdictions.  Because limited published data on their implementation was identified for this report, special research was undertaken by BAE to identify the impact fees charged by local King County jurisdictions.  This research was undertaken because a basic inventory of fees by jurisdiction could not be easily identified.  BAE interviewed planners from the cities of Auburn, Federal Way, Issaquah, Kent, Kirkland, Mercer Island, Redmond, Renton, Sammamish, Seattle, Sea-Tac, Shoreline, and Tukwila.  For each city, BAE ascertained the specific development impact fees that would affect a new residential project (based on a hypothetical 20 unit project), and inquired about estimated project review time periods.  A summary of data collected from this limited research, presented in Appendix B, highlights some of the differences between King County jurisdictions on this issue.

Level-of-Service Standards

King County has established different road level-of-service standards for different transportation service areas.  A very low level-of-service for roads (level F) is acceptable in certain developed urban areas that have adequate High Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) lanes and transit service capacity to compensate for congested roads.  Increasing levels of service are required for developments further from the urban core.  The highest standard (B) is applied in some rural areas.  The lower standard for infill sites provides an incentive to develop these areas first.  King County's local jurisdictions’ impact fees also factors in distance from developed areas in establishing fees charged in different transportation zones.

Transportation Concurrency

King County’s Transportation Concurrency Management ordinance requires that transportation facilities must be available to carry the traffic of a proposed development at County level-of-service standards.  Otherwise the proposed development cannot be approved.  If a proposed development fails to meet County standards, the developer can make financial commitments for improvements that will achieve the standards no later than 6 years after the development is approved.  A concurrency review must be completed by anyone applying for a development permit in unincorporated King County. 

Other concurrency practices in place in King County include: local improvement districts, late comer agreements, and urban center infrastructure planning (e.g., Renton).

Best Practice Options

1. Regional Infrastructure Concurrency Needs Assessment.  The GPMC and its member jurisdictions could undertake a comprehensive assessment of the region’s physical infrastructure needs to support new housing development.  In conjunction with this effort, the GMPC could explore options for shortening the concurrency “allowance” time frames permitted under current law to address citizen concerns that infrastructure improvements tend to severely lag new housing construction.  

An example of regional analysis to improve infrastructure and transportation systems is an effort sponsored by the Treasure Valley Futures (TVF) and the Community Planning Association (COMPASS), a coalition of organizations and agencies from throughout Idaho’s Treasure Valley (Boise region).  These groups recently initiated a review of the region’s comprehensive plans, zoning ordinances, agency regulations, and infrastructure plans.  The study is analyzing the plans to determine if they improve regional transportation efficiency, minimize environmental impacts, reduce the need for costly public infrastructure, and provide efficient access to jobs, services, and trade centers.  A forthcoming report will outline key issues and emphasize the need to make infrastructure decisions in a regional context.  More information about these efforts is available at http://www.planning.cog.id.us, although the study is not yet available for review.  

2. Regional Financing Pools.  Regional credit pools have been used to lower the cost of issuing debt to finance local capital projects such as improvements to water and sewer systems, and community facilities.  Through a credit pool, local government agencies can share the costs of issuing bonds or other debt instruments to lower the total cost of infrastructure financing for each pool participant.  Credit pools may be managed by regional councils of government or other relevant regional agencies with the ability to offer financial products for public agencies.  

In the San Francisco Bay Area, the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) manages a credit pool which offers local governments medium and long-term, fixed-rate financing using certificates of participation.  This credit pool has allowed cities, counties and other agencies to finance a wide variety of public infrastructure improvements including: construction and renovation of public buildings; acquisition and construction of parking facilities; construction of water, sewer and drainage projects, and the purchase and installation of modular buildings or other school building renovations.  For more information visit the ABAG web site at www.abag.org. 

Strategy #5: Focus on Urban Centers and In-Fill Locations

The community focus groups generally felt that one key solution to meeting housing goals in King County was to focus on creating more livable mixed use urban centers and other targeted in-fill locations.  Housing density was generally viewed favorably when located in these areas, and this concept was proposed by many of the groups as they strove to solve the “problem” presented to them of accommodating 100 new units of housing in their community.  

Practitioners also desired to develop more of this type of housing product, but felt that there are economic and regulatory barriers to implementation.  These include requirements to provide a certain number of parking spaces per unit, which, in urban areas can result in expensive parking garages and more spaces than transit-supportive housing actually needs.  Other perceived economic barriers include developer concerns that buyers and renters will not accept urban living at the prices necessary to make project feasible, particularly when faced with similarly priced lower density single family homes.  In some communities, obsolete or inadequate infrastructure can also lead to difficult economic challenges in developing housing in urban centers. 

Current Local Practices

King County Urban Centers

The King County Comprehensive Plan promotes high density housing development in 13 designated Urban Centers.  Downtown Bellevue has achieved significant success following this approach, and other King County jurisdictions have conducted extensive planning and design efforts to encourage this development pattern.  In addition, The Housing Partnership has published a report entitled Mixed Use Housing In Urban Centers (March 2000), which calls for accelerating the Urban Center implementation process through enhanced planning, incentives via parking strategies and targeted infrastructure investment, and flexibility of mixed use zoning designations to accommodate retail.  

Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) Program

King County’s TDC program allows rural landowners to sell the development rights from rural and agricultural lands that provide a public benefit.  Urban developers can purchase these rights to increase densities in urban neighborhoods above the base density allowed by existing zoning.  This program simultaneously preserves rural lands and produces more housing units in urban neighborhoods.

The City of Seattle, in collaboration with King County, has established the Denny Triangle neighborhood as a receiving site for development credits purchased in rural areas of the county.  King County has contributed $500,000 for the design and construction of public amenities to make the Denny Triangle neighborhood a more vibrant place.  This will be matched by developer contributions based on the additional square footage acquired under the TDC Program.

The Transit Oriented Development Program (TOD)

The TOD Program is one of the County’s primary methods of encouraging mixed-use development.  Through the TOD program, King County promotes more compact development near transit hubs that will serve housing, transportation, and neighborhood goals.  The County has developed projects in Downtown Renton, Redmond and Seattle, and hopes to stimulate the private sector in creating housing and economic opportunities nearby.  The mix of uses in King County's TOD projects includes transit centers, park-and-ride lots, off-street bus-layover facilities, and residential, institutional, retail, office, hotel and entertainment uses.  Project concepts range from 300 apartments above a park-and-ride lot in Redmond to four skyscrapers above an underground bus-layover facility in downtown Seattle.

Seattle’s Urban Villages

Local jurisdictions are also striving to promote mixed-use development where appropriate.  The City of Seattle is developing intensive mixed-use districts by organizing development around existing or planned centers within the City.  These “urban villages” consist of more intense residential, commercial and, employment uses, and serve as hubs for less intensely developed neighborhoods.  Residential densities in urban villages will encourage walking, support efficient transit service, and provide adequate markets for neighborhood stores.  The Seattle Comprehensive Plan identifies a tiered system of three types of urban villages, each suited to a different neighborhood character.  “Urban centers,” such as the Seattle Center, are the densest areas with the widest range of land uses.  “Hub urban villages” also contain a mix of uses, but at lower densities than center villages.  “Residential urban villages” have low to moderate densities of predominantly residential development, with a compatible mix of support services and employment.  

Best Practice Options

1. Expand Location Efficient Mortgages (LEMs).  LEMs are designed to encourage homebuyer interest in a dense urban neighborhoods with public transit access.  With a LEM, participating lenders take into account a household’s transportation-related savings from using public transportation and relying on local services.  This allows the lender to “stretch” standard debt-to-income ratios, resulting in households qualifying for a larger mortgage.  Although already active in Seattle, this program could be expanded region-wide in King County.

Fannie Mae is sponsoring a two-year $100 million LEM underwriting program in Chicago, Seattle, San Francisco, and Los Angeles.  In Chicago, the Association of Realtors and the Center for Neighborhood Technology support the program through an on-line service that allows buyers to identify LEM-qualified homes for sale based on their household income, size, and travel habits.  For information about the Chicago program, see www.cnt.org.  For information about LEM programs in all cities, see www.fanniemae.com. 

2. Transfer of Development Credits Programs (TDCs).  Building on Seattle’s example, other communities could collaborate with King County to develop TDC programs.  For these programs to be successful, municipalities must take a pro-active approach to TDC education, outreach, and planning.  Receiving and sending sites must be established, and zoning amendments may be necessary to allow higher densities.  King County can facilitate the TDC exchange process by establishing a development credit clearinghouse, where TDC buyers and sellers can locate each other.  Montgomery County, MD, Boulder County, CO and Pinelands, NJ are models of successful TDC programs.

Montgomery County, MD has been using TDCs since the early 1980s.  Located just northwest of Washington DC, the County, with a population of 800,000, has managed to preserve nearly a third of it's land area for agriculture and open space, with 75 % of this area protected through TDCs.  Boulder County, CO also has a well-developed TDC program, begun in 1995.  A property owner can request a receiving site designation if the site meets certain standards.  This approach differs from King County’s TDC program, which establishes specific receiving areas.  While Boulder County’s voluntary process may limit the number of receiving sites, it mitigates artificial land value fluctuations due to speculation.  For more information on TDCs, see the Center of Excellence for Sustainable Development site at www.sustainable.doe.gov/landuse/transfers.html.  For information on Boulder County’s TDC program, see www.boulder.co,us/lu/.  

3. Expand Minimum Density Standards.  Rather than establishing maximum densities by neighborhood district, many cities have established minimum permitted densities as part of overall growth management strategies.  King County has implemented this approach for its 13 designated Urban Centers.  Beyond these target areas, this approach could be expanded to apply to neighborhood zones where community consensus has been reached, creating vibrant urban residential neighborhoods. 

The City of  Fort Collins, Colorado recently established minimum densities of five units to the acre in lower density areas and 12 units to the acre in medium density areas.  While still relatively new and unproven, this approach is a common recommendation of New Urbanists and others concerned with sustainable forms of urban development. www.ci.fort-collins.co.us/COMMUNITY_PLANNING. 

4. Encourage In-Fill Development on Underutilized Sites.  Seattle’s area planning efforts in Ballard and other neighborhoods provide a useful model for other jurisdiction in King County interested in the successful identification and reuse of infill sites.  In other regions with urban growth boundaries, there is a growing emphasis on the systematic identification of underutilized sites that can be redeveloped with housing. 

The State of Florida Infill and Redevelopment Assistance Grant Program was established to curb urban sprawl, revitalize urban areas and keep urban core areas fiscally strong.  This $2.5 million program awards competitive grants to local jurisdictions in Florida that have successfully demonstrated that they are engaging in a collaborative planning process to revitalize urban infill and redevelopment areas.  For more information and a copy of the grant program guidelines refer  to www.dca.state.fl.us.  

5. Target Infrastructure Improvements to Support Development in Urban Areas.  One method of encouraging the development of infill sites in urban centers is to target public infrastructure improvement investments in these areas.  King County and participating jurisdictions could, for example, establish certain priority funding areas or sites in highly urbanized zones and establish a formula for channeling public investment to these areas.  

As part of a comprehensive state-wide sustainable development strategy, the State of Maryland has designated certain areas as priority funding areas for a wide range of federal, state and local programs.  Counties may also designate additional areas for priority funding if they meet specified requirements for use, water and sewer service, and residential density.  Concentrated mainly in inner city and other densely built areas, these priority funding areas are mapped by County governments and monitored by the Maryland Department of Planning.  The legislation which enacted the priority funding areas program specifically addressed the need to direct public resources in ways that curb greenfield development and the wasteful consumption of Maryland’s agricultural resources.  For more information refer to the State of Maryland smart growth website at www.op.state.md.us/smartgrowth/smartlocal.html.  

Strategy #6: Meet Affordable Housing Needs

As housing prices and rents continue to climb in King County, citizens are growing increasingly concerned about the lack of affordable housing opportunities. One of the key concepts tested during the community focus groups was the depth of understanding regarding what types of households require more affordable housing.  Interestingly, most focus group participants understood that this need cuts across household types, ethnicities, and ages.  

Of particular concern in several sub-regions is the need for more affordable housing and market rate housing options for the elderly.  Increasing affordable homeownership opportunities was also a particular focus in several sub-regions.  

Practitioners also generally understand the need for affordable housing production, yet many feel that development economics now preclude unsubsidized affordable housing development.  

Current Local Practices

Numerous affordable housing financing and incentive-based programs are operating in King County.  Example programs are highlighted below:

King County Credit Enhancement Program

The King County Credit Enhancement Program reduces financing costs for market rate and affordable housing developments.  In exchange for project savings, the developer agrees to set aside affordable units within the projects.  Up to $50 million is authorized to be used in contingent loan agreements with housing developers to produce 520 or more units over the next 5 to 8 years.

Open Door Loan Program

With the Washington State Housing Finance Commission, Fannie Mae, and two private lenders, the County has made available down payment and closing cost assistance to low and moderate income buyers.  Loans up to $5,000 are available for first-time buyers throughout King County. 

South King County First Homes Program

This program makes $640,000 available for loans to first-time South King County homebuyers.  Qualified recipients can receive up to $25,000 to be repaid beginning after 8 years.  In addition, in cooperation with several private lenders and nonprofit agencies, counseling and education will be provided for South King County residents. 

Surplus Property Program

King County's Surplus Properties program makes surplus County property available for housing development.  In addition to several single family development parcels, development agreements have been reached in Woodinville and Seattle.  Other development agreements are pending.  Housing will be affordable to low- and moderate-income households, and includes homeownership and rental opportunities. 

Local Direct Financial Assistance Programs

King County administers over $16 million of federal funds dedicated to the acquisition, rehabilitation, and development of affordable housing and homeless shelters.  In addition, the City of Seattle has passed a tax levy to create an Affordable Housing Fund, generating over X M through 2002.  

King County Housing Authority (KCHA)

The KCHA oversees over 12,000 units of housing, including Section 8 rental assistance units, federally-assisted public housing, tax credit projects, manufactured housing homeownership communities, and emergency and transitional shelters.

Voluntary Inclusion of Affordable Housing in Private Developments

Several jurisdictions within King County have negotiated the inclusion of affordable housing within market rate development projects.  For example, in 1999, King County staff negotiated the inclusion of affordable units in several master planned developments.  These units, available to low-, moderate- and median-income households, would otherwise be affordable only to those in the upper income categories.  In Newcastle, the City requires that developers submit an “affordable housing plan” as part of their approval process in order to encourage discussions regarding affordable housing provision.  
Other Incentives for Affordable Housing

There are numerous other incentives used by jurisdictions in King County.  For example, the City of Seattle allows a multifamily property tax abatement which provides a ten-year abatement on property taxes in exchange for provision of affordable housing.  Some jurisdictions have also discussed waiving development impact fees on affordable housing units.  

Best Practice Options

1. Explore Broader Implementation of Incentive Based Programs.  When combined with density bonuses or other incentives, inclusionary zoning ordinances are one of the most effective policy tools for expanding the supply of permanently affordable units in a community.  Across the U.S., inclusionary zoning ordinances can vary widely in terms of their exact provisions, however, they generally provide incentives for developers to set aside a certain number of units for low and moderate income households.  In some jurisdictions the inclusionary requirement may be mandatory for projects over a certain size, or may be a voluntary option used by developers to increase density, lower development fees or obtain a project subsidy.  

In Washington State, mandatory inclusionary zoning is constrained by legal prohibitions on rent control; however, it may be possible to implement this concept more broadly than at present through household income restrictions rather than controlled rental rates.  And, while other incentive based programs are being implemented, this approach offers the promise of broader implementation, subject to further analysis of what works in King County jurisdictions.  

The GMPC could encourage the broader use of incentive-based programs by conducting a study and/or convening an expert panel to assess which incentives work best, and, if necessary, how state law could be revised to allow for more effective adoption of these programs.  

In California, many jurisdictions have adopted inclusionary zoning combined with density bonuses to meet regional fair-share housing target requirements and to implement the policies contained in their Housing Elements.  Ordinances typically require that 10 to 20 % or more of housing units in market rate projects be provided to low income households.  Many cities provide for an alternative method of meeting inclusionary requirements through payment of an in-lieu fee which is then used by the local jurisdiction to subsidize another project.  When combined with density bonuses, these approaches have increased the stock of affordable housing while limiting the financial impacts to the developer.  More information on this practice and a model density bonus ordinance can be found at the California Department of Housing and Community Development website www.hcd.ca.gov.    
2. Establish a Regional Senior Housing Task Force.  Community focus groups expressed particular concern about upcoming affordable housing needs for seniors, as this segment of the population expands.  A regional task force in King County could be established to document housing and residential care needs and options for the elderly, and to advise local jurisdictions on policies that will encourage senior housing.  

No regional level senior housing task for examples were identified for this report.

3. Regional Homeownership Partnership.  This concept brings together the resources of local governments, lenders, and non-profit organizations to meet the growing need for affordable ownership housing.  Grant funding for homeownership counseling can be maximized, and available mortgage resources can be combined across a larger geographic area.

The San Diego Regional Partners in Homeownership is an organization of volunteers from, government, the private sector and non-profit housing agencies, whose purpose is to find ways of increasing the level of homeownership in the San Diego region.  The Partners are hosted by the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG), comprised of the 18 incorporated cities in the San Diego region and the County of San Diego.  For more information, see www.sandag.cog.ca.us/sdrph/about_sdrp.html. 

Next Steps

This report provides a range of Best Practice options for consideration by the GMPC.  Most of the Best Practices described in this report have been culled from regional initiatives, or selected because they offer the potential for regional adoption.  Each of the Best Practice options deserves more extensive review and consideration than this report provides, but in combination, may offer a starting point for innovative or new approaches to implementing the GMA in King County.

To assist with the discussion of the Best Practice options described in this report, the options with the most likely near-term capability to be implemented are identified below.  This prioritization is provided solely to assist with future discussion of these items.

Best Practice Options – Recommended Priority Actions

· Create Citizen’s Advisory Committee

· Conduct Baseline Analysis for Regional Housing Strategy

· Promote Good Design Through Education

· Conduct Regional Concurrency Assessment

· Target Infrastructure Investments in Urban Centers/In-Fill Locations

· Expand Incentive-Based Programs for Affordable Housing

Appendix A: Summary of Information Sources

The following is a list of the most important information sources used in the development of the Best Practices section of this report.  In addition to these major sources cited throughout the text, the consultant team and GMPC staff researched dozens of periodicals, reports, plans, and books on a wide array of topics relating to housing development and design, regional planning and sustainability.  

Periodicals 

New Urban News, July/August 2000, Congress for the New Urbanism 

Reports, Plans & Publications

Affordable Housing Techniques: A Primer for Local Government Officials, 3/1992, Washington Municipal Research and Services Center  

Cottage Housing Development, 3/2000, The Housing Partnership 

Draft Regional Affordable Housing Strategy (RHAS) Plan, 5/4/00, Portland Metro 

Good Neighbors: Affordable Family Housing, 1995, Michael Payatok and William Pettus 

Housing Solutions for Silicon Valley, 1999, Silicon Valley Manufacturers Group and the Bay Area Greenbelt Alliance 

Mixed Use Housing In Urban Centers, 3/2000, The Housing Partnership 

Web Addresses

Austin/Travis County Community Action Network www.caction.org 

Portland METRO RHAS www.metro.dst.or.us/growth/tfplan/affordable/ 

Bay Area Progressive Developer Network www.urbanecology.org.

Bay Area Council  www.bayareacouncil.org
Silicon Valley Manufacturers Group  www.svmg.org
Siltronic www.siltronic.com/cm/wacker/wacker3.html
State of California Housing & Community Development  www.hcd.ca.gov
Good Neighbors: Affordable Family Housing www.andnet.org/goodneighbors
City of Emeryville, California www.ci.emeryville.ca.us
Overview of Specific Plans www.ceres.ca.gov/planning/specific/index.html 

Web Addresses, Continued… 

City of Los Angeles Specific Plans www.cithofla.org/PLN/index.htm 

City of Fort Collins, Colorado www.ci.fortcollins.co.us/COMMUNITY_PLANNING.

Treasure Valley Futures http://www.planning.cog.id.us
Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) www.abag.org 

Chicago Location Efficient Mortgages www.cnt.org
FannieMae www.fanniemae.com 

Excellence in Sustainable Development www.sustainable.doe.gov/landuse/transfers.html. 

Boulder County’s TDC program www.boulder.co,us/lu/.  

State of Florida Infill and Redevelopment Program www.dca.state.fl.us 

State of Maryland Smart Growth Programs www.op.state.md.us/smartgrowth.html 

SANDAG Housing Partnership www.sandag.cog.ca.us/sdrph/about_sdrp.html
Appendix B: Selected Impact Fees
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