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City Neighborhood Council

c/o 700 Fifth Ave, Suite 1700, PO Box 94649, Seattle WA 98124-4649

Telephone:  (206) 684-0719    Fax:  (206) 233-5142    TDD:  (206) 684-0446
July 2, 2010

Councilmembers Sally Clark, Tim Burgess, and Sally Bagshaw

Committee on the Built Environment 
Seattle City Council
P. O. Box 34025
Seattle, WA 98124-4025

Re: Lowrise Zone Proposed Land Use Code Amendments

Dear Councilmembers,

The City Neighborhood Council has been monitoring the legislative process for amending the land use code affecting the lowrise multifamily zones (LR) and related amendments to SEPA concerning parking mitigation authority. While the CNC and District Councils may submit more detailed comments, we have these preliminary concerns, observations and requests.

1. Seemingly a main reason to change the LR zone standards was to address the autocourt townhouse problem, yet that "housing type" remains in the list of 5 allowed types suited for these zones per the April 22nd legislative department memo from Sally Clark released with the draft ordinance for changes to SMC 23.45.  It is not evident that the proposed changes will eliminate the problems with that housing type.

2. The other often mentioned reason for amending the code was to "simplify the code" and make it more comprehensible and predictable.  The proposal seems to be doing the opposite by providing different requirements, allowances and incentives for each of the 5 "housing types" depending on their location.  In addition, switching to the floor area ratio (FAR) method to determine structure size makes it impossible, especially for those who are not architects, to predict the actual number, shape, and placement of dwelling units likely to be constructed, or even understand how such decisions will be made and permitted.  FAR is a planning tool for commercial centers, not appropriate for neighborhood residential.  Units, lot coverage, and yards are density standards that people can understand. FAR is not. 

3. This portion of the code regulates new development in existing built neighborhoods.  While there are many reports and illustrations on both the Council’s and DPD's websites concerning these code amendments (including outdated reports on the 2008 legislation), there are no photorealistic depictions of these 5 building types set into the context of typical streetscapes that depict how infill will look under the new height limits and using FAR to illustrate the building envelope and setbacks in relation to real adjacent structures.  This would be much more helpful than the line illustrations provided. 

4. The proposed use of FAR measurement and the elimination of parking requirements in LR zones are described in various COBE briefing memos as being consistent with changes made in midrise, highrise, and commercial zones last year.  This thinking blurs important distinctions between zones.  Lowrise zones differ from the other much more intense land use zones in many ways and should not be treated philosophically as if they were siblings who had just not grown up yet. 

5. A related concern is the change in rezone criteria away from compatibility with existing conditions (which is strongly preferred by residents and businesses) toward an absolute acceptance of future hypothetical development capacity.  This is a deep shift in thinking and should not be dismissed as merely as "minor correction" in code language, as it is described in the April 22nd legislative department memo about this proposal.  Any such policy language should only be “conformed” in consultation with the neighborhoods involved. 

6. While DPD and the Council have labored on these code amendments since 2007 (or earlier) it now makes sense to postpone their final adoption until after the pending major Comprehensive Plan update process (2010-2011) because, citywide and in the urban villages, the public has yet to see the "new" growth targets let alone accept them.  These proposed code changes are predicated on the theoretical need to increase the capacity of the LR zones citywide by the estimated 10% to 38, 902 units.  Why?  No explanation is given.  In fact, DPD representatives have testified to the City Council that the existing zoned capacity is more than adequate to meet current housing targets, with no need for upzones for decades to come.

7. Since the application of these code changes is linked to the boundaries of urban villages, and urban villages are the creation of neighborhood plans, it also makes sense to approach LR zone change in the context of updating neighborhood plans which began last year. Assuming these plans will be updated in an order that reflects greatest redevelopment capacity and proximity to transit, this fine-grained approach to sequentially adopting tailored LR zone changes would ensure that they truly reflect neighborhood’s current plan goals. Meanwhile limited changes or emergency measures can be put in place to prevent the worst offenses of autocourt townhomes citywide.

8. The elimination of parking requirements for LR development inside urban villages is problematic.  The April 22nd memo cited above at page 3 expresses concern about poorly designed garages in today's autocourt townhomes: "This requires residents to park on the street which can add to parking congestion. The visual impacts to the street are clear."  Eliminating parking requirements will in no way resolve this problem, but will actually make it worse.  The concurrent recommendations to eliminate SEPA mitigation authority will also worsen the problem, by denying planners the ability to fine tune parking requirements on a case by case basis. We should not confuse reduction in vehicle miles traveled with a reduction in vehicle ownership and the need to store private vehicles. 

9. How do the proposed changes including use of FAR and the Green Factor preserve existing mature trees?  The city has made it a priority to restore our tree canopy. This begins with preservation. Some believe that a specific benefit of switching to "flexible" FAR would be to make it easier for builders to preserve mature trees on lots--and therefore for planners to require them to do so and not rely so heavily on street trees to meet canopy goal. Also minimal setback requirements in the legislative proposal could spell doom for large trees in LR zones and so reduce available sunlight that all landscapes will suffer.  If large trees are to be preserved and introduced, the legislative proposals must be amended to require this, including enough permeable soil in the “drip line” to allow a large tree to survive.  

10. Increasing allowed height to 30 feet in the proposed LR1 and LR2 zones is described as compatible with adjacent SF zones that are also 30 feet in height.  There is no analysis that shows what percentage of existing single homes adjacent to lowrise zones are actually that tall.  Most single family houses are single story above grade. Even at 2 stories, they are usually well below 30 feet in height. Only the now-discouraged megahomes achieve that height.  The alleged compatibility appears overstated especially when height is added for pitched roofs. 

11. The legislative proposal for special allowances for partial basements should not allow submerged entrances to living spaces. This creates a dismal entrance and does not meet the stated goals of improving the streetscape, residential privacy, or public safety.  In addition, having entry ways that are not visible from the street is not consistent with CPTED (Crime Prevention Thru Environmental Design).  Every unit entry should be visible from the street as required by similar zoning codes in other jurisdictions.

12. The unit lot subdivision problem, yet to be addressed, represents a fundamental question: are we trying to squeeze too many housing units onto any given lot? The frustration with looming, out of scale, packed townhome developments that sacrifice trees, privacy, sunlight and neighborhood character is a steep price to pay for the dubious benefit of one extra "unit."  The proposed code amendments take for granted that we need to keep squeezing extra units on every LR zoned lot citywide, making it every less likely that this housing will suitable for families with children. The notion that these changes will achieve either affordability or family-friendliness should be proven before adopting them. So far the proof is missing.

13. The Director’s Report take pains to explain that the proposal is not changing any zoning (thus earning the dubious non-project action and DNS labels) and does not constitute an “upzone” despite the fact that the SEPA checklist documents a 23% increase in development capacity in the LR1 zone OUTSIDE of the so-called designated growth areas.  This is contrary to the fundamental policies of the Comprehensive Plan to concentrate growth in urban centers and to a lesser extent, in urban villages.  

The above letter was discussed and approved at the April 26 City Neighborhood Council CNC, circulated for further comment from the district councils, discussed again at the June 28 meeting, and readopted without opposition but with three abstentions.  
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	Chas Redmond, Chair




City Neighborhood Council


	Irene Wall, Chair

CNC Neighborhood Planning Committee


Cc:  Mayor Mike McGinn 
Councilmembers Conlin, Godden, Harrell, Licata, O’Brien, and Rasmussen

Department of Planning and Development Director Diane Sugimura 

Seattle Planning Commission
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