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This Tip is intended to provide an overview of Seattle 
DCI’s land use permit framework, and in particular, the 
Master Use Permit (MUP).  It provides general infor-
mation about the types of land use permits, the time 
and approximate costs associated with them, and the 
processes involved in these permits.

What is Seattle's Framework for 
Land Use Decisions?

The Land Use Code classifies land use decisions into 
five (5) categories based on the level of discretion and 
impact associated with each decision.  Procedures 
are distinguished according to who makes the deci-
sion, the type and amount of public notice required, 
and whether appeal opportunities are provided. Type 
I and II MUP decisions are made by the Seattle DCI 
Director. 

Type I decisions are nonappealable decisions 
made by Seattle DCI which require the exercise of 
little or no discretion. Examples include lot bound-
ary adjustments, street /alley improvement excep-
tions, temporary uses for less than four weeks, 
streamlined design review and zoning review on 
construction permit applications. 

Type II decisions are discretionary decisions made 
by Seattle DCI which are subject to administrative 
appeals.  Examples include environmental review 
(SEPA), design review, variances, short plats and 
shoreline substantial development permits.  Shore-
line decisions may be appealed to the Shoreline 
Hearings Board, and other Type II decisions may be 
appealed to the City’s Hearing Examiner.

Type III decisions (full subdivisions) are made by the 
Hearing Examiner after Seattle DCI reviews, prepares 
and publishes a written recommendation on the 

proposal.  The Hearing Examiner conducts a public 
hearing on the proposal together with any appeals of 
a related environmental decision.

Type IV and V decisions are City Council land use 
decisions. Examples of a Type IV decision include 
rezones (site specific) and major institution master 
plans.  Examples of Type V decisions include area-
wide rezones and land use code text amendments.  
Seattle DCI reviews and writes a recommendation 
on proposals requiring Council decisions. Type IV 
decisions are quasi-judicial decisions made by the 
Council pursuant to existing legislative standards and 
based upon the Hearing Examiner's record and rec-
ommendation.  Type V decisions are legislative deci-
sions made by the Council in its capacity to establish 
policy and manage public lands.

What is a Master Use Permit (MUP)?

A MUP is a single land use permit that integrates 
the process, procedures, and review of all nonap-
pealable and appealable land use decisions that are 
made by Seattle DCI.  The MUP generally includes 
discretionary land use decisions associated with a 
given development or use proposal, and provides for 
the consolidated appeal of those land use decisions.  
Examples of the most common types of discretionary 
decisions made by Seattle DCI include short plats, 
variances, conditional uses, shoreline substantial de-
velopment, design review, and environmental review 
(SEPA).  These decision types are components of 
the MUP, and applications may require one or more 
components.

How do I apply for a MUP?

Seattle DCI advises that you begin your research of  
applicable land use provisions as soon as possible 
in the development process in order to determine 
if a proposal will require a land use discretionary 
approval, and to identify applicable regulations 
related to your property or proposal.  More detailed 
information  about the land use permit process, ap-
plication requirements, and forms are available on 
Seattle DCI’s website at www.seattle.gov/sdci.
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LEGAL DISCLAIMER:  This Tip should not be used as a substitute for codes and regulations.  The applicant is responsible for compliance 
with all code and rule requirements, whether or not described in this Tip.

Most projects require pre-review by several City de-
partments including Seattle DCI, Seattle Department 
of Transportation and Seattle Public Utilities for early 
identification of possible issues related to infrastruc-
ture improvements such as street improvements 
and drainage as well as historic districts/landmark 
buildings. This review results in an interdepartmental 
Preliminary Assessment Report (PAR). You will receive 
your PAR in two to three weeks. In addition, if your 
proposal involves ground disturbance (including stag-
ing areas) or tree or vegetation removal, a  
pre-application site visit (PASV) by Seattle DCI's site 
development team may be required.  

A pre-submittal conference with a Seattle DCI land 
use planner is required for proposals involving design 
review and for full subdivisions, and is recommended 
for other types of proposals that may be complex or 
controversial, including rezones and other Council 
decisions.  

Applications for all types of land use decisions require 
a land use intake appointment and specific plans and 
associated documentation, such as forms and techni-
cal reports, as well as fees.  

How long does the process take and how 
much does it cost?

Generally, less complex proposals take less time to 
complete reviews than more complex and/or contro-
versial proposals.  The review process is dependent 
upon several factors, only one of which is Seattle 
DCI review; the quality of plans and associated 
documentation, applicant response time to correc-
tion letters and requests for further information, and 
public interest are additional factors that affect the 
time to review a land use proposal.  

The costs associated with a Master Use Permit vary 
with the type of approval and the complexity of the 
project.  Fees and fee collection policies for all ser-
vices associated with Seattle DCI permit application 
reviews are detailed in the current Seattle DCI Fee Or-
dinance, which can be found on Seattle DCI's website 
at: www.seattle.gov/dpd/codesrules/codes/fees/.  
Fees are based on the actual hourly cost  of reviewing 
the applications; including time associated with public 
meetings, responding to phone calls, emails, letters 
and appeals. Land use permits include a minimum 
fee to cover processing and review activities, how-
ever additional hourly costs may accrue if review time 
exceeds the time included in the minimum fee that 
was collected at the time of the application.  Monthly 

billing keeps the applicant informed about fees as 
they accrue for hourly reviews.

The attached table provides information about estimated 
costs and timelines with a variety of MUP components, 
based on data collected for past application reviews.  

In 2011, Seattle DCI initiated a monthly billing process 
in 2011 for all Master Use Permit applications. The 
financially responsible party will receive monthly in-
voices for hourly fees associated with work performed 
on a project once Seattle DCI staff have exceeded the 
hours that are covered in the minimum land use fee 
paid at permit application.

What about Public Notice and Appeals?

The City of Seattle’s Land Use Code has specific 
requirements for notifying the public of opportuni-
ties to comment on proposed land use activities. The 
type and extent of this notice generally depends on 
the type of project in question.  Our primary notice 
methods include one or more of the following: notice 
mailed to nearby property owners/residents; lawn 
signs posted on the proposal site, large environmental 
signs on the proposal site, and Seattle DCI’s online 
Land Use Information Bulletin. 

After staff review a land use permit application and 
any/all corrections or revisions have been completed 
by the applicant, a decision is issued, which may be 
appealed by interested parties – the applicant and/or 
members of the public. An appeal is an opportunity to 
challenge a Seattle DCI decision without having to go 
to court. Shoreline permits are appealable to the Shore-
line Hearings Board. (Department of Ecology.) 

Can a MUP Expire?

In most cases, the approval expires three years from 
the date a permit is approved for issuance. Land use 
permits may be extended or renewed for an additional 
two or three years depending on certain facts of the 
permit application.   Shoreline permits are subject to 
different expiration and renewal regulations pursuant to 
state requirements.

When can I apply for my Building Permit?

Most land use permit approvals must be issued be-
fore an associated construction, grading or demolition 
permit can be issued.  

Many MUP decisions include conditions that must 
be satisfied at various stages of the permit process 
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LEGAL DISCLAIMER:  This Tip should not be used as a substitute for codes and regulations.  The applicant is responsible for compliance 
with all code and rule requirements, whether or not described in this Tip.

Links to electronic versions of Seattle DCI Tips, 
Director's Rules, and the Seattle Municipal 
Code are available our website at www.seattle.
gov/sdci. Paper copies of these documents, as 
well as additional regulations mentioned in this 
Tip, are available from our Public Resource Cen-
ter, located on the 20th floor of Seattle Municipal 
Tower at 700 Fifth Ave. in downtown Seattle, (206) 
684-8467.

Access to Information

(for example; prior to MUP issuance, prior to building 
permit application, prior to building permit issuance, 
prior to construction, and during construction).  It 
is important that you review the MUP decision or 
recommendation to assure that you meet the condi-
tions required at the various permit stages. This 
is an important aspect in keeping your permit and 
construction processes moving forward smoothly 
without unnecessary delays.

MUP Process 

Research by Applicant:
Property and Codes

Submit Preliminary Application:
Preliminary Application Form (PAF) and Preliminary 

Site Visit (PASV)
Applicant will Receive a Preliminary Application 

Report (PAR) in 2-3 weeks

Pre-Submittal Conference (if applicable)

Early Design Guidance (EDG) Process, 
(if applicable)

Design Review Board Public Notice

MUP Application
Public Notice and 14-day Comment Period

Review by SDCI, Other City/Agency 
Staff Corrections Sent to the Applicant 

(2-3 Cycles is Common) 

Corrections by Applicant

SDCI Review and Decision 
Review Corrected Plans and Prepare MUP 

Decision Document 

Publish MUP Decision
14-Day Appeal Period

Appeal Hearing (if applicable)
Hearing Examiner Decision 14 Days After Hearing

Issue MUP (if approved)



Application Type Project Types Estimated 
Permitting Timeline

Basic LU Hourly Range** Basic Hourly Cost 
Range* @ $250/hr

Lot Boundary  
Adjustment

Basic 2-4 months 5-7 hrs $1250-$1750

Short Plats Basic 3-4 months 10-16 hrs $2500-$4000

Full Subdivisions Preliminary Phase 8-10 months 25-40 hrs $6250-$10,000

*Final plat submittal is 
initiated @ SDOT, who may 

have separate  
additional fees

Final Plat Phase 2 months 10-30 hrs

SEPA Basic 4-10 months 15-25 hrs $3750 - $6250

Administrative *** 
Conditional Use

Basic 5-7 months 15-20 hrs $3750  - $5000

Minor Communication Utilities 10-15 $2500 - $3750

Human Services 1-6 months 10-35 hrs $2500 - $8750***

Variances Basic 5-8 months 20-30 hrs $5000 - $7500

Temporary Uses  
(up to 6 mos.)

Basic 2-3 months 10-20 hrs $2500 - $5000

Early Design Guidance For all types of DR projects 2-4 months 15-25 hrs $3750 - $6250

Design Review Basic w/SEPA 6-12 months 65-70 hrs $16,250 - $17,500

Additional for All projects 2-4 months 15-25 hrs $3750 - $6250

Downtown Zones 70-150 hrs $17,500 - $37,500

w/Council Action such as 
rezone, alley vac.

120-200 hrs $30,000 - $50,000

Design Review, Streamlined Townhouse housing type only 3-5 months 20-25 hrs $5000 - $6250

Design Review,  
Administrative

Townhouses 3-5 months 20-25 hrs $5000 - $6250

Other Types 25-35 hrs $6250 - $8750

Shoreline permits Basic 5-6 months 15-25 hrs $3750 - $6250

Complex/Controversial 6-10 months 25-50 hrs $6250 - $12,500

Rezones Basic w/Development 
proposal

6-14 months 120-200 hrs $30,000 - $50,000

w/o Development proposal 80-100 hrs $20,000 - $25,000

Council Actions 
such as public facilities like 
fire stations, not meeting 

development status

Basic 4-12 months 40-80 hrs $10,000 - $20,000
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Additional Cost or Complexity Factors Which Increase 
The Overall Cost of MUP Permits 

Some development proposals experience one or more of the complexity factors 
that can increase the cost and overall timing of the permit review process.  If more than one 
application type is involved and/or if more than one complexity factor is in play, applicants 
should anticipate that review time spent and the overall timeline to obtain the permit will in-
crease above the added impacts for a single application type or complexity factor.  
Applicants are advised to review the list of factors and consider how they can 
play a proactive role in managing the complexity in the permit process.

Complexity Factor - Environmentally Critical Areas (ECA)

Developments on sites with ECAs will always requires more review time, and will have higher 
permit fees. Reviews by technical staff such as geotechnical engineers, wetland and fish and 
wildlife experts add billable time. Technical reports may be needed as well as requirements 
for mitigation, surveying and ECA covenants, etc. Additional billable time for ECA review 
may add 30-50 percent or more to the cost of the permit and timelines as shown in the 
estimate table.

Complexity Factor - Applicant Responsiveness

To help minimize the number of hours spent by a planner on a project, applicants should:
•	 Submit a complete set of plans and reports at intake
•	 Respond to all corrections requested by all reviewers
•	 At the time of correction re-submittal, show where to find the corrected info on the plans
•	 Ask for clarification when needed, but minimize repeat conversations or arguing about 

details (refer to How to Resolve a Permit Disagreement form at: hhttp://www.seattle.
gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/dpdp025794.pdf)

•	 Check for project status on our website versus contacting the reviewers, unless they are 
behind target dates.  Permit & Complaint status web link:  http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/
permitstatus/

•	 Additional Billable time for lack of applicant responsiveness may add 10-20 percent 
or more to the cost of the permit and timelines as shown in the basic estimate table. 

Complexity Factor - Public Opposition and/or Appeal

Public inquiry and opposition regarding a development can add billable hours to the overall 
cost of the project.  Planners may bill additional  time in the following ways:
•	 Responding to phone or email inquiries about the project impacts
•	 Spending time coordinating with applicants to address public concerns
•	 Scheduling and staffing additional public meetings if significant public concern
•	 Preparing for and attending an appeal hearing
•	 Additional billable time related to public inquiry and opposition, or appeal of the 

project to the Hearing Examiner may add 20-50 percent or more to the cost of the 
permit and timelines as shown in the basic estimate table.

http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/dclu/Publications/cam/cam103.pdf
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* Basic Hourly Cost Range and Complexity Factors – Due to the nature or location of some  
development proposals, the review process may experience one or more complexity factors that may 
increase the cost and overall timing of the permit review process.  If more than one application type 
is involved and/or more than one complexity factor is in play, applicants should anticipate that review 
time spent and the overall timeline to obtain the permit will increase above the added impacts for a 
single application type or complexity factor. Applicants are advised to review the list of factors and 
consider how they play a role in creating or managing the complexity in the permit process.

**Basic Hourly Costs for Master Use Permits - Below is a list of tasks for which your land use  
reviewer will charge an hourly fee. Please talk with your land use planner if you have questions about 
fees for your project.  

•	 Site visits
•	 Research, such as past permit history, precedents in similar discretionary decisions, etc.
•	 Zoning review
•	 Pre-submittal assistance
•	 Review of file application materials in preparation for written analysis and decision
•	 Corrected plan review (time and number dependent on quality and completeness of application 

materials)
•	 Land use review on building permits
•	 Phone calls and/or meeting with neighbors (Applicants are encouraged to discuss development 

proposals with affected parties early and often.)
•	 Phone calls with project contact person, owner, and architect
•	 Meetings with applicant, contact person, owner, architect
•	 Coordination and/or meeting with other City departments (Seattle Transportation, Seattle City Light, 

Department of Neighborhoods, Seattle Public Utilities, etc.)
•	 Coordination and/or meeting with State agencies (DOE, Fish & Wildlife, etc.)
•	 Coordination and/or meeting with other Seattle DCI reviewers (geotech, shorelines, wetlands spe-

cialists, etc.)
•	 Presentation/discussion of project issues at team meetings, code clarification meetings
•	 Design review public meetings
•	 Preparation of design guidelines and recommendations
•	 Work with in-house Design team
•	 Drafting land use decisions
•	 Review of decision by supervisor
•	 Edits of decision for publication
•	 Reviewing project after published decision to assure conditions are met and plans are updated
•	 Preparation for appeal hearings
•	 Appeal hearings
•	 Demolition, Tenant Relocation Assistance Ordinance coordination
•	 Final review of MUP issuance
•	 Coordination and enforcement of land use conditions and design review design elements during  

construction of the project.

***Fees for Human Service Uses – Some human service uses receive a fee subsidy for their permit 
application. Per Fee Subtitle 22.900C, Table C-1, Administrative Conditional Uses (ACU) for community 
centers, child care centers, adult care centers, private schools, religious facilities and public and private 
libraries in single-family and multi-family zones shall be charged a lesser minimum fee of $1,620 for the 
first 20 hours. Additional hours shall be charged at the rate of $250 per hour. This exception applies 
when the application is for an ACU only, or an ACU combined with a variance application. 


