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STREAMLINED ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW

New development in Seattle must generally undergo 
environmental review depending on its size and location.  
The size limits for environmental review are expressed 
as “thresholds” – the dividing line that determines 
which proposals are reviewed.  Seattle’s thresholds for 
environmental review are consistent with the State 
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA).  The intent of SEPA is 
to require the review of new development when there is 
a reasonable possibility that signifi cant negative impacts 
on the environment may occur.

Seattle’s thresholds for environmental review have 
not changed in more than 25 years.  In that time, 
development regulations have progressed, infl uenced 
by growth management strategies, and expanded 
regulatory protection of environmentally critical 
areas and shorelines.  Design Review is another 
positive infl uence on development adopted since 

the current thresholds were adopted.  (See list of 
regulations on back page.)

The Department of Planning and Development (DPD) is 
charged with identifying ways to improve the effi ciency of 
development review processes, particularly in an effort to 
address escalating housing costs.  SEPA review is a process 
that can contribute to lengthy permit review and added 
costs, and therefore, must be periodically re-examined.  
This is done to ensure that it continues to be an effi cient 
mechanism to evaluate the impacts of new development.  
Experience gained in performing extensive SEPA reviews 
has allowed a greater understanding of the issues new 
development presents in achieving growth management 
objectives in an increasingly urban environment.   As a 
result Seattle has been successful in implementing more 
effective zoning and development regulations.

What’s In The Proposal?

The proposal to amend SEPA thresholds is summarized in the following tables.  The proposal sets the highest 
SEPA thresholds within the city’s Urban Centers and Urban Villages, where infi ll growth is encouraged and 
where compact, walkable and vibrant neighborhood centers are the vision supported in the Comprehensive 
Plan and neighborhood plans.  These changes will not affect thresholds for design review.

Existing and Proposed Residential Thresholds (Dwelling Units)

Zones Existing
Thresholds

Proposed Thresholds

Outside of Urban 
Villages & Centers

Within Urban 
Villages

Within Urban 
Centers and 

SAOD

Single Family, RSL, LDT 4 4 (LDT =6) 4 (LDT=6) 4 (LDT=6)

Lowrise 1, 2, 3 & 4

Neighborhood Commercial 1, 2 & 3

Commercial 1 & 2

4, 6, 8

4

4

10 20 30

Midrise, Highrise, Seattle Mixed 20 20 30 30

Downtown 20 NA 80 80

Industrial 4 4 4 4

Notes:  RSL = Residential Small Lot.  LDT = Lowrise Duplex Triplex.  “Lowrise” = multifamily zones. SAOD = Station Area Overlay Districts

Existing and Proposed Non-Residential Thresholds (Square Feet of Floor Area)

Zones Existing 
Thresholds

Proposed Thresholds

Outside of Urban 
Villages & Centers

Within Urban 
Villages

Within Urban 
Centers and 

SAOD

Neighborhood Commercial 1 4,000 8,000 12,000 12,000

Neighborhood Commercial 2 & 3 4,000 12,000 12,000 12,000

Downtown 4,000 NA NA 12,000

Midrise, Highrise 4,000 12,000 12,000 12,000

Industrial 12,000 12,000 12,000 12,000



Other details:
The review threshold for parking uses would be raised from 20 to 40 parking stalls, to maintain 
proportionality with other proposed thresholds.
The City would not signifi cantly change when environmental review thresholds for expanding a business 
or changing from one business to another.  These generally relate to percent increases in size compared to 
existing fl oor area, and categories of more intensive and less intensive uses.  While remaining sensitive to 
potential impacts caused by new neighborhood businesses, the proposal will exempt small additions — such 
as adding kitchen or restroom space — that have no realistic potential for signifi cant environmental impacts.
This proposal will not change environmentally critical area reviews: SEPA and ECA review will still be 
required when critical areas are present.

•

•

•

What Difference Would This Make?

The proposal is really about the City balancing its 
priorities without compromising what is important.  
Important priorities to balance include housing, 
environmental protection and the health of Seattle’s 
economy.

Seattle expects to grow substantially, by 90,000 
residents and 84,000 jobs in the next twenty 
years.  Updating SEPA thresholds is one way to 
encourage more effi cient growth in compact 
urban centers and urban villages.  This will help 
limit the development pressures on fragile natural 
environments and low-density single-family areas.
The proposal would reduce delays in permitting 
for new housing and businesses that support 
neighborhood objectives.
Many proposals exempted from environmental 
review would still be subject to Design Review, 
which has proven to be successful in shaping new 
buildings and improving their architectural quality 
and “fi t” in their neighborhood.
The proposal recognizes that under the new 
thresholds,  individuals could not challenge the 
decision of the City to the City’s Hearing Examiner 
on development proposals not subject to SEPA.
The proposal would increase effi ciency by reducing 
duplicative reviews of environmental issues already 
covered by other reviews.

•

•

•

•

•

Urban Centers HUB Urban Villages Residential Urban Villages



For more information contact:

Gordon Clowers, DPD Planner 
 (206) 684-8375

gordon.clowers@seattle.gov

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/Planning/SEPA

City of Seattle
Department of Planning and Development
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Regulations Providing Environmental Benefi ts and Protection

Environmentally Critical Areas Ordinance
Design Review Program
Stormwater, Grading and Drainage Code
Noise Ordinance
Right-of-Way Improvement Manual
Proposed Sidewalk Requirements
Transportation Mitigation Programs
Energy Code

•
•
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For more information about the proposed SEPA amendments, contact Gordon Clowers, DPD planner.

Mail:  Department of Planning and Development
  Attn:  Gordon Clowers 
  P.O. Box 34019
  700 Fifth Avenue Suite 2000
  Seattle, WA  98124-4019

Email:  gordon.clowers@seattle.gov  

Phone:  (206) 684-8375

More Information


