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Purpose  
This rule provides guidance for determining the applicable exemption levels for 
environmental review of development proposals in urban centers and urban villages 
pursuant to the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA). There are two different exemption 
levels in SMC 25.05.800 that may apply within urban centers and urban villages, depending 
on whether the growth estimates defined in the City’s Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan 
have been exceeded. This rule describes terms, processes, and limits on how exemption 
levels will be applied, including future updates to this rule.  
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Background  
 
The SEPA provisions in the Revised Code of Washington (RCW 43.21C.229) provide for 
higher SEPA categorical exemption levels for “infill development” within areas that have not 
exceeded growth estimate cushion levels. The growth estimates are as identified in the 
City’s Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan, and the cushion levels are defined in this Rule. 
Infill development is a “development proposed to fill in an urban growth area, designated 
according to RCW 36.70A.110, where current density and intensity of use in the area is 
lower than called for in the goals and policies of the applicable comprehensive plan” 
(source: RCW 43.21C.229(1)(a)). This is meant to accommodate growth that will help 
realize the goals and policies of a comprehensive plan. Seattle’s urban centers and urban 
villages are part of an urban growth area.  
 
The City’s urban centers and urban villages have growth estimates that are expressed in 
the Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan for residential growth in terms of net dwelling units 
added and the resulting density, and employment growth estimates in terms of net job 
growth added and the resulting jobs per acre “intensity.” (Employment growth estimates are 
defined in the Comprehensive Plan for “hub urban villages” but not for “residential urban 
villages.”) The Comprehensive Plan’s growth estimates currently address growth through 
the year 2035.  
 
Rule  
 
The SEPA categorical exemption levels are listed in Tables A and B for 25.05.800 of the 
Seattle Municipal Code. The SEPA exemption levels for urban centers and urban villages 
where growth estimates have not been exceeded are higher than for urban centers and 
urban villages where growth estimates have been exceeded. This rule defines terms and 
keeps track of which urban centers and urban villages are currently subject to which 
exemption levels.  
 
Terms  
 
“Residential growth” and “employment growth” for the purposes of this rule are defined as 
follows:  
 

• Residential growth is the combination of completed net dwelling unit growth plus net 
new dwelling units in growth permitted (since adoption of the 2035 Comprehensive 
Plan) but not yet built. The term “net” recognizes that new development often leads 
to demolition of existing dwelling units; this is how City data tracks residential growth.  

• Employment growth is the net amount of added jobs, compared to a 2015 baseline, 
for a given area. This employment information is based on data reported by 
applicable agencies other than SDCI (including the Washington State Employment 
Security Department and Puget Sound Regional Council), and may be adjusted 
based on other information that provides more detail on growth in a particular growth 
area.  
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“Mixed-use” development means a development having two or more principal uses, one of 
which is a residential use comprising 50% or more of the gross floor area of the 
development (see SMC 25.05.800.A.2.h).  
 
“Growth estimate cushion level” for the purposes of this rule means a threshold amount of 
net growth that, if exceeded, will cause a change in how the City will apply categorical 
exemption levels for “infill development.” These cushion levels are defined in this rule as 
being net growth equivalent to 90.0 percent of the residential growth estimate, and net 
employment growth equivalent to 90.0 percent of the employment growth estimate. This is 
consistent with provisions in SMC 25.08.800.A.1.i. This cushion helps to ensure SEPA 
exemption levels are applied correctly, and that SDCI will not apply a higher exemption level 
if new projects will cause growth estimates to be exceeded. 
 
“Growth permitted but not yet built” for the purposes of this rule means the cumulative 
number of dwelling units contained in development proposals that were applied for after the 
October 28, 2016 effective date of the Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan and that have 
received building permits but have not yet received a certificate of occupancy.  
 
The Effect of Exceeding a Growth Estimate Cushion Level  
 
When an urban center’s or urban village’s residential or employment growth estimate has 
exceeded the 90% cushion level and SDCI has confirmed this finding, the SEPA exemption 
level for residential or non-residential uses (according to which growth estimate has been 
exceeded) shall change from the levels listed in the second column of Tables A and B in 
SMC 25.05.800 to the levels in the third column of those tables. This change shall become 
effective on a schedule consistent with the timing for changes to this Director’s Rule, as 
explained below.  
 
Growth Tracking and Changes to this Director’s Rule  
 
On a quarterly basis, SDCI will review development and employment data, in relation to the 
established growth estimate and cushion levels. If an urban center or urban village has 
exceeded its residential or employment growth estimate, this Director’s Rule will be updated 
to reflect that status. The process of updating will include publication in the Land Use 
Information Bulletin followed by a one-month public comment period.  
 
In addition, changes in exemption levels will be timed as follows: Any change to the list of 
urban centers and urban villages where growth estimates have been exceeded, thereby 
requiring lower SEPA exemption levels, will commence at the completion of the following 
calendar quarter: July 1st in response to first quarter data, October 1st in response to second 
quarter data, January 1st in response to third quarter data, and April 1st in response to fourth 
quarter data.  
 
Exemption Level Status: Urban Centers where the higher SEPA exemption levels are 
in effect (2nd column of Tables A and B in 25.05.800)  
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Certain urban centers or urban villages have exceeded the Comprehensive Plan’s 
residential growth estimates or achieved the 90% cushion level. Therefore, the higher SEPA 
“infill development” residential exemption levels shown in the second column of Tables A 
and B for 25.05.800, are in effect for the urban centers and urban villages with a “yes” in the 
following table. The higher exemption levels are not in effect for the urban centers and 
urban villages with a “no” in the table. 

 

 

Are the higher SEPA exemption levels for “infill development”  
(2nd column in Tables A and B for 25.05.800) in effect?  
 
Urban Center  Residential 

exemption levels  
Nonresidential 
exemption levels  

Downtown  Yes  Yes  
University District  Yes  Yes  
Northgate  Yes  Yes  
South Lake Union  Yes  Yes  
Uptown  Yes  Yes  
Capitol Hill/First Hill  No  Yes  
   
Hub Urban Village   
Bitter Lake Yes Yes 
Ballard Yes Yes 
Fremont Yes Yes 
Lake City Yes Yes 
Mount Baker No Yes 
West Seattle Junction Yes Yes 
   
Residential Urban 
Village 

  

23rd & Union-Jackson No None 
Admiral Yes None 
Aurora-Licton Yes None 
Columbia City No None 
Crown Hill Yes None 
Eastlake Yes None 
Green Lake Yes None 
Greenwood-Phinney 
Ridge 

Yes None 

Madison Miller Yes None 
Morgan Junction Yes None 
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North Beacon Hill Yes None 
Othello Yes None 
Rainier Beach Yes None 
Roosevelt No None 
South Park Yes None 
Upper Queen Anne Yes None 
Wallingford Yes None 
Westwood-Highland Park Yes None 
BE ADVISED:  
SDCI will strive to provide accurate and up-to-date information about the applicable SEPA 
exemption levels. However, applicants should note that SEPA exemption levels may 
change in urban centers and urban villages. It is the applicant’s responsibility to be timely in 
submitting application materials, per vesting rules. 


