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The environmental impacts of certain public and 
private development proposals must be assessed by 
the City of Seattle per the State Environmental Policy 
Act (SEPA) and the Seattle SEPA Ordinance (Chapter 
25.05, Seattle Municipal Code or SMC).  In order for 
these assessments to be made, permit applicants 
whose projects meet the criteria listed below are re-
quired to prepare an Environmental Checklist.  

Projects Subject to Environmental Review 

Residential Construction:
SEPA review thresholds for residential and mixed-use 
development are summarized for most locations in the 
following table.

In a few places, "infill" SEPA thresholds of 200 dwell-
ing units are in effect—these places include only 
the Northgate and South Lake Union urban centers, 
and the North Beacon Hill, North Rainier, and Rainier 
Beach urban villages. These places are identified in 
the city's Comprehensive Plan. 

If outside of those areas or other urban centers and 
urban villages with station areas, the SEPA thresholds 
in the first column of the following table apply. 

For more information, review Director's Rule 3-2014, 
Updates to State environmental Policy Act (SEPA) 
Review Thresholds for Infill Residential and Mixed-
Use Development in Urban Centers and Certain 
Urban Villages, or the Urban Village Appendix to the 

City's Comprehensive Plan, which is located at www.
seattle.gov/dpd/cityplanning/completeprojectslist/
comprehensiveplan/whatwhy/.

If you are constructing in a landslide-prone area, wet-
land, or fish and wildlife conservation area (including 
riparian corridors), you will also be subject to SEPA 
review for one residential unit in a single-family zone 
(if it exceeds 9,000 square feet of development cover-
age), or for two or more residential units.  
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Zone

RESIDENTIAL USES
Number of Exempt Dwelling Units

Outside of 
 Urban  

Centers, and 
Urban Villages 

containing 
Station Area 
Overlay Dis-

tricts

In most Urban  
Centers, and 

Urban Villages 
with Station 
Area Overlay 

Districts

DON refer-
ral thresholds 
for additions, 
modifications,  
demolitions, or 
replacement of 
non-landmarks 
that may meet 

landmark 
criteria in SMC 

25.12

SF, RSL 4 4 4

LR1 4 20 4

LR2 6 20 6

LR3 8 20 8

NC1, 
NC2, 
NC3

4 20 4

C1, C2 4 20 4

MR, 
HR, SM

20 20 20

Down-
town 
zones

N/A 20 20

Indus-
trial 
zones

4 4 4

Table 1 
SEPA Environmental Review Categorical Exemptions  

(Threshold Levels) for Residential Uses and DON 
Referral Thresholds for Landmark Review
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Other Actions Subject to SEPA review:
n	 For information about SEPA requirements when 

establishing, changing or expanding a use, refer to 
Seattle DCI DR 12-2012. For more information about 
SEPA exemptions, see SMC sections 25.05.800 and 
25.05.908.

n	Construction of a parking lot designed for more than 
40 automobiles, unless it is associated with mixed use 
development exempted in an Urban Center, or Urban 
Village with a light rail station.

n	Landfills or excavations of more than 500 cubic yards.

n	Any grading within wetlands or riparian corridors.

n	Any grading in a landslide-prone area that needs a 
grading permit.

n	Short platting in environmentally critical areas.

n	Any construction in or over water if it requires other 
permits, unless it is a minor repair of an existing legal 
structure or development to the same configuration. 

n	Most Seattle City Council land use decisions, such as 
rezones.

Relationship to Historic Review Referrals
For additions, modifications, or demolition of build-
ings or facilities that are landmarks or if the affected 
building is 50 years or older and may meet criteria 
for landmark designation in SMC 25.12, proposals 
will be referred to the Department of Neighborhoods 
(DON) for their evaluation regarding landmark poten-
tial. This will occur if the existing building or facility 
or the proposal exceeds thresholds as shown in the 
fourth column of Table 1 on pages 1 and 2 of this Tip 
(also see CAM 3000, Historic Preservation and SEPA 
Review). However, if an applicant has documentation 
from DON that the property does not meet landmark 
criteria, this referral will not be needed. 

Environmental Review as Part of the  
Permit Process
Environmental review is a part of the Seattle DCI Mas-
ter Use Permit process.  Components of a Master Use 
Permit may also include use approvals, variances, 
administrative conditional uses, special exceptions, 
shoreline district approvals, short plats, and certain 
street uses.

Seattle DCI is also responsible for environmental re-
view of City Council conditional uses, full subdivisions, 
major institution master plans, and Land Use Code 
text amendments.

Non-Residential Construction:
SEPA review thresholds for development of non-residential 
uses in several zones are set at 12,000 square feet in most 
zones. In a few places, the 30,000-square foot threshold 
applies to non-residential use in mixed-use developments 
as long as the growth targets for those designated growth 
areas has not yet been exceeded. These places include 
only the Northgate and South Lake Union urban centers, 
and the North Beacon Hill, North Rainier, and Rainier 
Beach urban villages. See Director's Rule 3-2014 for more 
information. The thresholds are measured according to the 
area (gross square footage) of the use.

Some expansions or changes in use of existing 
commercial buildings that are smaller than these 
thresholds also may need environmental review per 
the guidance in Director’s Rule (DR) 12-2012, State 
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) Exemptions from En-
vironmental Review Requirements When Establishing, 
Changing, or Expanding a Use. 

Zone

NONRESIDENTIAL USES
Exempt Area of Use (sq feet of gross floor area)

Outside of 
 Urban  

Centers, 
and Urban 

Villages 
contain-

ing Station 
Area 

Overlay 
Districts

In most Urban  
Centers, and 

Urban Villages 
with Station 
Area Overlay 

Districts

DON referral 
thresholds 

for additions, 
modifications,  
demolitions, 
or replace-

ment of non-
landmarks 

that may meet 
landmark cri-
teria in SMC 

25.12

SF, RSL,  
LR1, LR2, 
LR3

4,000 4,000 4,000

MR, HR, 
NC1, NC2, 
NC3

4,000 12,000 4,000

C1, C2, SM,  
Industrial  
zones

12,000 12,000 12,000

Downtown 
zones 

N/A 12,000 4,000

Table 1 Continued
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Application Requirements
If a project is subject to SEPA review, an Environmen-
tal Checklist must be filled out, including the appli-
cant's signature.  The checklist must be submitted 
by the applicant at the time of permit application, so 
Seattle DCI can review the project for compliance.

The Environmental Checklist is available on the Se-
attle DCI website at www.seattle.gov/dpd/permits/
forms/ or from the Seattle DCI Public Resource Cen-
ter (PRC), located on the 20th floor, Seattle Municipal 
Tower, 700 Fifth Ave., (206) 684-8467.

If environmental review on a project was completed by 
another City department or by a different governmental 
agency, a copy of the threshold determination and the 
Environmental Checklist—or the draft and final Environ-
mental Impact Statement (EIS)—must be made avail-
able to the public at Seattle DCI's PRC.  

A copy of the threshold determination and EIS, if any, 
must also be submitted to Seattle DCI at the time of 
application for a Master Use or construction per-
mit or City Council approval.

Filling Out the Environmental Checklist
Applicants must fill out the Environmental Checklist 
accurately and completely in ink, acknowledging all 
potential impacts, including long-term impacts and 
temporary impacts associated with demolition, grad-
ing, and construction.  The applicant's plans to miti-
gate adverse environmental impacts associated with 
a project should be discussed under the appropriate 
element(s) of the environment.  The completed check-
list must be dated and signed and must include the 
complete street address of the project.

Future development proposals related to the project 
in the application should be discussed, even if details 
are not fully established.  This is required under the 
rules and may help the applicant avoid an additional 
environmental review later.  In most circumstances, 
the review on the total proposal must be completed 
before any permits can be issued.

The more complete the information provided, the 
quicker the review of the project can be conducted.  If 
the information submitted is incomplete or if additional 
information is needed to make an accurate analysis of  
the environmental impacts of a project, the applicant 
will be required to furnish further information.  

If you have questions regarding these requirements, 
please submit your question to a land use planner 

through the Land Use Q&A Service at: 
http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/LUQnA/.

Plans Required for Environmental Review 
and the Zoning Plans Check
Seattle DCI requires four identical copies or sets of 
plans for environmental review and zoning plans ex-
amination.

The following are the basic requirements for plans 
required for environmental review and zoning plans 
examination.  Certain elements of your project, such as 
height bonus, may require more specific information.

The site plan of the site must show the following: 

1.	 vicinity map

2.	 complete dimensions of buildings and all yard and 
lot lines

3.	 contours at five-foot intervals of site and approxima-
tion of topography of surrounding sites and struc-
tures (at two-foot intervals in environmentally critical 
areas)

4.	 existing vegetation to be removed or retained 
(location, type, and size)

5.	 location, occupant load, type of use, number of 
stories, square footage, structure

6.	 indicate structures to be demolished or retained 
and their historical significance, if any 

7.	 identification of debris disposal site (if applicable)

When located in an environmentally critical area listed 
in SEPA Ordinance, Section 25.05.908, additional site 
plan information is required. 

Also required:

Elevations: Show existing and finished grade lines.  
All four elevation views to provide (final) grade eleva-
tions each time the grade changes.  Also show floor 
and roof lines with elevations for each, measured in 
feet and inches from existing and finished grade, and 
roof surface elevations.

General Floor Plans: Building plans showing exist-
ing and proposed uses, all rooms, halls, storage and 
mechanical areas on each floor of a building for which 
a zoning “use approval” is sought.  All walls must be 
dimensioned, and the specific use of each room must 
be specified (e.g., real estate office, salesroom).  This 
plan is needed for the zoning plans check.
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Seattle DCI Environmental Threshold 
Decisions
Following an analysis of the environmental impacts 
and the close of the public comment period, Seattle 
DCI will issue an environmental threshold decision.  
The following are types of threshold determinations 
that may be made about environmental impacts:

Determination of Non-Significance (DNS):  No prob-
able significant adverse environmental impacts will 
result from a proposal.  No conditions imposed.

Mitigated DNS:  Changes are made to a proposal 
prior to or after a threshold determination of sig-
nificance that mitigate probable significant adverse 
impacts. No EIS is required.

Conditioned DNS:  No probable significant 
adverse impacts. Conditions imposed to mitigate 
adverse impacts.

Declaration of Significance:  Probable significant 
adverse impacts will result from a proposal and an EIS 
is required.

Conditioning or Denial of Projects
Seattle DCI has the authority to deny or reasonably 
condition any proposal in order to mitigate or prevent 
adverse environmental impacts.  As a result of envi-
ronmental review, a project may be conditioned when 
a DNS is made or when a permit decision involving an 
EIS is made.  A project may be denied only if the im-
pacts disclosed in an EIS are significantly adverse and 
cannot be mitigated.  Conditioning and denial must be 
based on adopted City policies, plans, rules or regula-
tions.  

For further information please contact the assigned 
land use planner.  To find out who the assigned 
planner is, contact PRC staff at (206) 684-8467 or 
prc@seattle.gov.

Appeals of Environmental Determinations
Threshold determinations and the adequacy of the 
EIS, if any, are subject to appeal to the City's Hear-
ing Examiner.  For more information on environmen-
tal appeals, contact PRC staff at (206) 684-8467 or 
prc@seattle.gov.

Parking layout information: Must be provided, 
including the number of parking stalls, dimensions of 
stalls and aisles, driveway widths, automobile ingress 
and egress, and screening of parking area if appli-
cable.  This information may be included on the site 
plan.  The specific dimensions of the parking area are 
necessary for the zoning plans check.

Landscaping plans: Including all calculations pertain-
ing to the size of the planting area, the number of trees 
required in relation to the project size, and the percent-
age of the site covered by shrubs and ground cover, 
should be plainly set out on the drawings.  Indicate any 
vegetation to be retained.  Refer to DR 10-2011, Clarifying 
Landscape Standards Including the Seattle Green Factor.  
When located within an environmentally critical area listed 
in the SEPA Ordinance, Section 25.05.908, limits on site 
disturbance and development coverage may apply, and a 
re-vegetation plan may be required.

Required Public Notice 

Environmental Review Sign Installation
Most projects subject to an environmental review must 
have an environmental review sign posted on the site.  
The sign notifies the community that a project is pro-
posed for that site, allowing the applicant and Seattle 
DCI the benefit of citizen comments during the initial 
stages of review.

The required environmental review sign shall be 
installed by the applicant at the direction of Seattle DCI.

Seattle DCI will not begin environmental review of a 
project until the sign has been installed as instructed 
in DR 29-2006, Environmental Review Sign, and the 
14-day comment period is over.

Placards
If the project is required to have SEPA review because 
of its location over water or in an environmentally 
critical area listed in the SEPA Ordinance, Sec-
tion 25.05.908, a placard will be posted on the site, 
instead of an environmental review sign.  In certain 
cases, such as due to site size or physical charac-
teristics of the site, Seattle DCI may also substitute 
placards for the environmental review sign or require 
them in addition to the sign.  This decision will be 
made by a land use planner during the application 
intake appointment.



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.

Seattle DCI Tip #208—When Environmental Review is Required in Seattle	    page 5

Further Information

For more detailed information on the environmental 
review process, you may either:

1.	 Submit your question online using Seattle DCI's 
Land Use Q&A Service at: http://web6.seattle.
gov/dpd/LUQnA/.

2. 	Arrange to meet with a land use planner in the 
Applicant Services Center. Call (206) 684-8850 for 
more information.

NOTE:  Due to the complexity of Seattle's Land Use 
Code, and the importance of providing you with the most 
accurate information that specifically addresses your 
situation, Seattle DCI staff does not answer questions on 
this topic by phone.

Links to electronic versions of Seattle DCI Tips, 
Director's Rules, and the Seattle Municipal 
Code are available on the "Tools and Resources" 
pages of our website at www.seattle.gov/scdi.  
Paper copies of these documents are available 
from our Public Resource Center, located on the 
20th floor of Seattle Municipal Tower at 700 Fifth 
Ave. in Downtown Seattle, (206) 684-8467.

Access to Information


