
Design Review Program 
Improvements

Discussion & Talking Points for Testimony

Seattle Planning Commission
Staff presentation | 8/3/2017



Today’s Objectives

• Determine talking points for PLUZ testimony
• 2 minutes!!
• Pick top 2-3 issues to address

• Is there consensus on key provisions?
• If not:

• advise Council on what considerations to take into account
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Testimony – special session 8/25 public hearingOr at meting on 9/8



Background: Design Review Program

• Launched in 1994
• Program Purpose

• Better design outcomes
• Flexibility for development standards
• Communication

• Two phases
• Early Design Guidance
• Recommendation

• Types
• Full
• Administrative
• Streamlined
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Established in 1993, no major or comprehensive updates since thenAdministrative added in 1998Streamlined added in 2010 in response to more townhouse projecsSet up for two phases of review – Early design guidance, or EDG, which focuses on site planning and overall massing; and Rec, which gets into detailed design –  refined massing, design concept, materials, etc.Three tracks: full, where both phases go to board, admin – done in house; streamlined, abbreviated version only for townhouse projects



DR Improvement Project Goals

• Cultivate program’s purpose of encouraging better design
• Improve overall function of program

• Efficiency, consistency, and predictably of project reviews
• Improving dialogue amongst stakeholders
• Making program more transparent and accessible to public and applicants

• Focus resources on projects most likely to influence n’hood character
• Reduce project costs & time
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Keep these in mind – are the recommendations achieving these goals?



Key Provisions

1. Thresholds
2. Affordable Housing 
3. Board Composition
4. Outreach & Engagement
5. Review Tracks
6. Meeting Caps
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6 key provisions – will walk through quickly, and discuss at end



EXISTING

Thresholds for DR type based 
on unit count and type

PROPOSED

Thresholds based on overall 
size (sq. ft.)

Only projects >=10,000 sf.

COMMISSIONER COMMENTS
• Supportive of new thresholds and change of metric
• Consider implementing other measures to improve design quality for 

smaller projects, such as updating development standards

THRESHOLDS
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Thresholds determine which projects require Design Review and what type of Design ReviewSince DRs purview is over building massing and form, not density of units, larger buildingsMore predictability for which type of DRThe 10,000k threshold is approx. the size of two lots in a LR zone, so approx. 6-8packThese sized projects can have impacts on neighborhood character, especially in the aggregate, and often in areas seeing growth and changeStreamlined – 3 townhouse unitsLR 2 and LR3 – 8 unitsMR – 20NC 4 or 4k of commercialC (same)SM/DT – 20 units, or 20k commercialIC – 12kIs there support?If not, what is the concern?



EXISTING

Affordable housing projects 
with public funding use same 

thresholds

PROPOSED

Affordable housing projects 
undergo Admin DR; 

or opt in to Hybrid/Full

COMMISSIONER COMMENTS
• Supportive of process that could help speed up permitting
• Include projects that include performance units as part of MHA 

requirements

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
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Determines which projects require Design Review, and what type of Design ReviewSome concern that doing admin might limit public involvement, however, required early outreach may alleviate this; also, aff housing often held to higher standards due to fundingIs there support?If not, what is the concern?



EXISTING

5 Board members;
1 Get Engaged member overall

PROPOSED

Allow 1+ GE members on 
each Board

STAFF COMMENTS (new proposal)
• Support expanding Get Engaged membership to include at least one 

additional spot on each Board

BOARD COMPOSITION
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Requirements for board membershipCan be difficult to recruit and retain Board membersHaving 5 members can made it difficutl to ensure quorum and to maintain continuityNEW PROPOSALWas early recommendation to add more seats in conjunction with reducing overall number of boards; was not pursuedSlight modification to expand eligibility for certain seats(Expand eligibility for the local business interests seat by making it a general (citywide) seat that would also be open to landscape professionals_And increase number of get engagedSome opposition to increasing GE membership; citing that these are “new” professionals who may lack the experience required.Is there support?If not, what is the concern?



EXISTING

No outreach required by 
applicant; SDCI performs 

noticing

PROPOSED

Applicant required to use 3 
types of outreach in advance 

of EDG application

COMMISSIONER COMMENTS
• General support for concept; concerns re: implementation, cost, 
• Necessary piece to make hybrid process work
• Support for multiple types of outreach
• Include education about Design Review Process
• Provide resources to community groups on how to provide input to SDCI

OUTREACH

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The proposal recommends that applicants be required to do community outeach before applying with SDCI for EDGThis is intended to create a direct dialogue between the developer and the community, and move some of the conversation that occurs at DR meetings regarding non-design issues (parking requirements, height/zoning, unit types); and to also improve the applicants understanding of the local context and neighborhood concerns.Would need to demonstrate that three outreach strategies were employed – one written, one electronic, and one print.DON will provide applicants with outreach guide, as well as names and contact information for community groups and meeting venues; and DON will verify that the outreach has ocurd.Is there support for recommendation?If not, what is the concern?



EXISTING

No cap on meetings

PROPOSED

Full DR: 2 EDG; 1 Rec
Hybrid: 2

Projects with departures or 
Council action not eligible

COMMISSIONER COMMENTS
• Mixed responses – how to balance design outcomes with efficient 

and predictable process

PROCESS – DR MEETING CAP
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With the cap: If the Board is not ready to recommend a project as proposed, the Board would provide guidance to the staff planner. Any additional deliberations about a project would be conducted administratively, unless the applicant requested an additional meeting with the Board at their own discretion (such as if they change their proposal significantly and want Board feedback). Additionally, the SDCI Director would have the authority to require an additional Board meeting under the following circumstances:  the Board needs more time for deliberation due to the size and complexity of the project;  the Board needs more time for deliberation due to the amount and content of public comment; or  an applicant insufficiently responds to previous Board direction.Mixed comments from Commissioners If applicants are unresponsive to Board or planner recommendations, they generally have to go to more meetings to get approval;A low cap might reduce the responsiveness of applicants, potentially resulting in lesser-quality projects;However, the flip side is that more meetings requires more time waiting; long delays; moneyMixed responses from commissioners on this



EXISTING

1. Full
2. Admin
3. Streamlined

PROPOSED

1. Full
2. Hybrid
3. Administrative

COMMISSIONER COMMENTS
• Support for removing Streamlined and adding Hybrid
• Mixed responses on details of process, esp. which meeting for hybrid 

should be with DRB

DESIGN REVIEW TRACKS
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The track would depend on two factors 1) size and 2) complexity of a projectSmallest or least complex projects would go through admin; reducing the number of meetings that go to BoardsSmall complex, or large not complex would by hybrid (generally, infill not on zone edges or with odd site conditions)Largest and most complex would be fullHybrid – proposal is to have EDG done by staff; Rec at Board



Proposed Thresholds for DR Track

Project Size Site Characteristic DR Track

10,000-20,000 sf Not complex Admin

10,000-20,000 sf Complex Hybrid

>20,000 sf Not complex Hybrid
>20,000 sf Complex Full
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Important part is that that first qualifier is size
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MEETING PILOT PROGRAM

• Intent: study effectiveness of alternate option
• 25 applicants allowed to opt. in
• Elect to have EDG by DRB, Rec by SDCI

STAFF RECOMMENDATION (new proposal)
• SPC offer metrics to inform evaluation of program

• Consider time, cost, design outcomes, communication, allocation of 
resources
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Pilot program in response to concerns from development community and some neighborhoods first 25 to qualify for hybrid have the choice of doing the EDG with Board, and Rec with SDCI staffWhile understand the intent behind the recommendation; staff has some concern about ensuring consistency and predictability that the program was intended to achieve– likely that the pilot will be challenging for Boards and staff without regular processStaff recommends that SPC provide metrics or considerations for measuring the success of the pilot:TimeCost (applicantResources (hours of review, emails, meetings with staffOutcomes (how to measure?Community satisfaction with processImprove design outcomes?Result in more predictability, consistency, and transparency?Reduce project costs without sacrificing quality or outcomes?



SPC Testimony

1. Thresholds
2. Affordable Housing 
3. Board Composition
4. Outreach & Engagement
5. Review Tracks
6. Meeting Caps
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