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Getting a Transitional  
Encampment Permit from 
SDCI
Updated March 7, 2024

This Tip is designed to help an organization understand 
and comply with the City of Seattle land use, zoning, 
building, and fire code requirements for transitional 
encampments. Transitional encampments provide 
temporary quarters for sleeping and shelter.  Transitional 
encampments include tent encampments, tiny house 
villages (see Note) and safe parking lots for recreational 
vehicles (RV’s). Transitional encampments may have 
common food preparation, shower or other commonly 
used facilities separate from the sleeping quarters. 

This Tip provides information on:

	� The permits that may be required

	� How to apply for permits

	� Who to contact for permit assistance 

	� Scheduling inspections

	� Additional Resources

Note: This Tip applies to tiny homes within encamp-
ments. It does not apply to dwelling units proposed 
under the Seattle Building Code or Seattle Residential 
Code (i.e. – a tiny home proposed on a Neighborhood 
Residential lot).  

The City of Seattle, in partnership with regional and local 
partners, is committed to ensuring people living unshel-
tered in our community have access to the resources 
they need to end their experience with homelessness. 
SDCI has a dedicated team to help organizations pro-
posing a transitional encampment meet relevant laws 
and regulations.  SDCI is committed to expediting the 
permitting and inspections process.

TRANSITIONAL ENCAMPMENTS  
PERMITS TYPES

You may need one or more of the following permits.  

	� Land Use Permit - Establishing the use of the prop-
erty and environmental review of the encampment. 

	� Trade Permit - Governing utility work within property 
lines of the encampment.

	� SDOT Permit – Governing work in right-of-way.  

	� Construction Permit - Governing any new or modi-
fied buildings, structures or significant site work.

	� Demolition Permit – Required for complete removal 
or demolition of a building on site.

	� Food Service Registration or Permit - Registra-
tion or permit may be required from Public Health-
Seattle & King County King County Public Health to 
ensure food safety and for food service on site.

Land Use Permits for Transitional  
Encampments

For proposals without religious ownership or control, a 
land use review is included within a construction permit.  

Your proposal may require a separate land use permit 
for transitional encampments and an environmental 
review. SDCI uses the square footage of the encamp-
ment to determine if environmental review is required 
under the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA). 
Review Tip 208, State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) 
Environmental Review in Seattle, for more information 
and contact SDCI for further coaching.

SDCI does not require a land use permit if a religious 
organization owns the property (SMC 23.42.054). A reli-
gious organization includes churches, mosques, syna-
gogues, temples, nondenominational ministries, inter-
denominational and ecumenical organizations, mission 
organizations, faith-based social agencies, and other 
entities whose principal purpose is the study, practice, 
or advancement of religion (RCW 26.04.007).

https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam208.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam208.pdf
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SDCI also does not require a land use permit if the prop-
erty is controlled but not owned by the religious orga-
nization. You must submit both of the following items 
with your application for a land use permit exemption for 
religious organizations affiliated with a property. 

	� “Lease or Rental Agreement between the religious 
organization and the owner” that gives the religious 
organization right to use the property, AND

	� “Agreement between the encampment operator and 
the religious organization” that gives the operator 
right to provide services on the property.  

If an encampment is proposed to be in a site mapped 
with an environmentally critical area (ECA), it may not 
be allowed (SMC 23.42.056.B.6). See the “Additional 
Resources” section at end of this Tip for City of Seattle 
GIS maps information.

Trade Permits for Transitional  
Encampments

Trade permits are always needed for work related to 
on-site electrical (including electrical within tiny homes), 
side sewer, mechanical, refrigeration, on-site plumbing 
and gas piping, water services and street utilities, and 
electric service connections. See the "Other Information" 
section at the end of this Tip for resources.

SDOT Permits for Transitional  
Encampments

Work in the right-of-way, including alterations (both 
permanent and temporary) and staging for construction, 
may require a permit from SDOT. Information for SDOT 
permits can be referenced on their Permit and Services 
webpage. 

Construction Permits for Transitional  
Encampments

You need an SDCI construction permit for the following:

	� New buildings and structures

	� Repurposing and/or alterations to an existing build-
ing for a new occupancy, such as converting storage 
building to an office – even when there is no signifi-
cant construction proposed

	� New accessory structures (including prefabricated 
and portable structures) such as community spaces, 
kitchens, restrooms, bathing facilities, storage facili-
ties, and shading structures

	� Moving existing buildings and structures (even if pre-
viously permitted) to another site, including prefabri-
cated and portable structures

	� Alterations and additions to existing buildings

	� Decks and platforms over 18” above grade

	� Stairways and ramps

	� Adding or replacing hard surface area equal to or 
greater than 750 square feet including gravel, pave-
ment, buildings, roofs, and other hardscape 

	� Any land disturbance of 5,000 square feet or more 

	� Other grading or ground modification activities in an 
amount that requires a Grading Permit (see the Grad-
ing Permit Thresholds in Tip 502, Grading Regula-
tions and Submittal Requirements in Seattle)  

	� Retaining walls greater than four feet from the top of 
the wall to the bottom of the footing

You do not need an SDCI construction permit for the 
following, though a permit may still be required from a 
separate agency:  

	� Construction of tiny homes. When located as part of 
a transitional encampment, SDCI considers wood-
framed tiny homes as “wooden tents” and outside 
the scope of the Residential and Building codes. The 
size of the tiny home must be less than 120 square 
feet in projected area (including eaves). The tiny 
home must be located on a skid without a perma-
nent foundation. Tiny home spacing and setback 
requirements are set by the Seattle Fire Department, 
see section “Prepare Your Site Plan” within this Tip.

	� Properly labeled commercial coach and modular 
construction (restrooms, showers, kitchens, etc.).  
(Regulated by Washington L&I)

	� Work in the right-of-way. (Regulated by SDOT)

	� Communal soft-sided canopies and/or tents 
(depending on size, Seattle Fire Department Permit 
or SDCI construction permit required).

	� Portable toilets and/or hand-washing stations that 
are not connected to utilities

	� Ramps or decking 18" or less above grade  

Other significant items to know for encampment con-
struction:

	� For proposals that do not trigger a construction or 
Master Use permit requirement per criteria listed 

https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT23LAUSCO_SUBTITLE_IIILAUSRE_CH23.42GEUSPR_23.42.056TRENINUS
https://www.seattle.gov/transportation/permits-and-services/permits
https://www.seattle.gov/transportation/permits-and-services/permits
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam502.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam502.pdf
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above, the encampment must still meet all code 
requirements and development standards.  

	� The State Department of Labor and Industries 
(L&I) regulates and approves the construction of all 
factory-assembled structures (i.e. trailers, coaches, 
homes on wheels) that are sold, leased, or used in 
Washington state.  This includes recreational vehicles 
(RV’s) and tiny homes on wheels.  SDCI does not 
review or inspect RV’s or tiny homes on wheels. 
Review Tip 305, Factory-Assembled Structures for 
Residential and Commercial Use, for more informa-
tion and contact SDCI for further coaching.

	� SDCI electrical inspections for hookups to trailers 
cannot be complete and final unless the trailer is 
approved by L&I and an L&I insignia is present. 

	� Existing paved surfaces that are undisturbed do not 
trigger any stormwater management or count toward 
drainage review thresholds, even when you place tents 
or tiny homes for transitional encampments on them. 

Demolition Permit for Transitional  
Encampments

You may need a demolition permit before removing or 
demolishing any existing building, including prefabri-
cated and portable structures.

Food Service Registration for Transitional 
Encampments – Public Health-Seattle & 
King County 

Public Health recognizes that providing safe and healthy 
food to your community is a priority. Organizations that 
provide food to others typically need to get a food ser-
vice permit. However, if your organization provides free 
food to those in need, you may receive Donated Food 
Distributing Organization status (DFDO) and be exempt 
from having to apply for and purchase a food service 
permit. To determine if you need a food service permit, 
or to get DFDO status, please contact Public Health at 
DFDOinfo@kingcounty.gov or thu.bui@kingcounty.gov. 
They will guide you through the process and provide 
resources. Learn more at the King County DFDO website. 

HOW TO APPLY FOR A PERMIT

Who to Contact for Coaching and Permit 
Assistance

We highly recommend contacting the SDCI Homeless 
Response team early in your project. We can provide 

preliminary permit coaching and assist in identifying 
potential Land Use and/or Building Code issues that 
can affect the feasibility of a project. Contact any mem-
ber of SDCI’s Homeless Response Team to set up a 
coaching session:

	� Emily Lofstedt, Emily.Lofstedt@seattle.gov,  
(206) 386-0097

	� Edward Kwitek, Edward.Kwitek@seattle.gov,  
(206) 727-3682

	� Jessica McHegg, Jessica.McHegg@seattle.gov, 
(206) 386-4079

SDCI gives all shelter and encampment permits emer-
gency priority for reviews. You should remain in contact 
with SDCI’s Homeless Response Team throughout your 
permit process so they can prioritize permit processing 
and review of your encampment proposal.

How to get started

1. Research your site

Before you apply for your permit, you need to research the 
proposed encampment site to answer these questions: 

	� What is the zone? 

	� Are there any Environmental Critical Areas? 

	� Will there be any digging or grading? 

	� Will there be use of any existing structures?

	� Will there be any site-built structures? 

Contact SDCI’s Homeless Response Team if you have 
questions about your proposed temporary encampment 
site.

2. Prepare Your Site Plan

Prepare a basic site plan meeting the requirements 
found in Tip 103, Site Plan Requirements.

For encampment projects, you need to include these 
additional items in your site plan:

	� Site information - address, legal description, and par-
cel number. For encampments proposed on multiple 
private properties combined as a development site, 
requirements may be more extensive. Contact SDCI’s 
Homeless Response Team for coaching.

	� Property line setbacks – 5'-0” minimum; 10’-0” mini-
mum setback when encampment site abuts residen-
tial zone lot.

https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam305.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam305.pdf
mailto:DFDOinfo@kingcounty.gov
mailto:thu.bui@kingcounty.gov
https://kingcounty.gov/DFDO
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam103.pdf
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	� Portray all of the encampment on the drawing, including 
all buildings, structures, tents, and tiny houses sepa-
rated from each other by no less than 5’-0” (measured 
from framing face of exterior wall, not finish face).

	� Tiny houses shall be numbered starting with one to 
however many units are to be installed on the site.

	� Show common facilities such as bathrooms, laundry, 
etc. The proposed method of waste discharge from 
these facilities should be clearly noted.

	� Show the location of propane storage. Contact the 
Seattle Fire Marshal’s representative for specific 
requirements for storage of combustible gas at SFD_
FMO_Compliance@seattle.gov.

	� Show the designated smoking area with no smoking 
signs throughout the rest of the encampment.

	� Include designated bike parking.

	� Show any existing or proposed site elements such 
as stairs, platforms, ramps, retaining walls, gates, 
fences, trees, and landscaping.

	� Show the primary means of entry and exiting 
throughout the encampment and from the encamp-
ment to the public right-of-way. 

An example site plan can be referenced at end of this Tip.

3. Additional Plan Set Information

You can find general information for creating a complete 
plan set in the Construction Permit Checklist for Com-
mercial Projects.

For a complete list of Drainage Review thresholds, refer-
ence the Seattle Stormwater Manual, Volume 1, Chapter 
8. If a drainage review threshold is met or exceeded, 
then you need a Construction Stormwater Control/
Soil Management Plan (CSC/SOIL) and a Drainage and 
Wastewater Control (DWC) plan. See the SDCI Storm-
water Code webpage.

SDCI will review plans and details submitted with a 
construction permit application for compliance with 
all construction code requirements. All encampment 
proposals must demonstrate that accessibility has been 
provided throughout the site. (Title II of the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA)) Provide plans and details for:

	� Accessible routes from site arrival points and parking 

	� Accessible parking, if parking is provided

	� Accessible entries, such as doors, gates, hardware, 
maneuvering clearances, smooth surfaces, and other 
requirements to make doors and gates accessible 

	� Accessible routes within the site, including standard 
compliant walkways, raised walkways, compliant 
slopes, and compliant ramps

	� Accessible toilets and bathing facilities

	� Accessible cooking facilities if provided in a shared 
space

	� Access to all shared facilities, smoking, laundry, and 
other communal activities

Properties owned by the City of Seattle, such as by 
Seattle City Light (SCL) or Seattle Department of 
Transportation (SDOT), that are being repurposed for 
use as an encampment are subject to further acces-
sibility review to ensure compliance with Title II of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). These additional 
requirements are reviewed by Seattle’s Finance and 
Administrative Services (FAS). If your proposed property 
is on City-owned property or in a City-owned building, 
contact Joy Jacobson at Joy.Jacobson@seattle.gov for 
ADA coaching.

Contact SDCI’s Homeless Response Team for coaching 
on what additional information may be required as part 
of your plan set based on your project.  

4. Get a Construction Permit

The preliminary application process is the first step 
to complete before you can apply for a construction 
permit. Your permit will be issued after all reviews are 
approved and permit fees have been paid. See How Do 
You Get a Permit for permit process information.

Contact SDCI’s Homeless Response Team for questions 
and assistance during the application process.

INSPECTIONS

Construction Inspection

SDCI inspects work per the approved plans and the 
applicable building codes. As a permit holder, it is your 
responsibility to call and request each inspection. The 
final building inspection could be delayed if a required 
inspection was not scheduled and approved. For 
example, a final building inspection cannot be sched-
uled without completing a preconstruction meeting. See 
Construction Inspections for more information.

Fire Inspection

Your encampment must pass an inspection by the 
Seattle Fire Department before beginning operations 
and serving the public, even if the encampment does 

mailto:SFD_FMO_Compliance@seattle.gov
mailto:SFD_FMO_Compliance@seattle.gov
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDCI/Forms/ConstPermitCklistNewCommProject.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDCI/Forms/ConstPermitCklistNewCommProject.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/stormwater-code
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/codes/codes-we-enforce-(a-z)/stormwater-code
https://www.ada.gov/topics/title-ii/
https://www.ada.gov/topics/title-ii/
mailto:Joy.Jacobson@seattle.gov
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/how-do-you-get-a-permit/
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/how-do-you-get-a-permit/
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/inspections/construction-inspections
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not require a construction permit. To schedule an 
inspection from the Seattle Fire Marshal’s Office contact 
at SFD_FMO_Compliance@seattle.gov.

Examples of typical SFD inspection items include: 

	� Minimum two emergency exits from the encampment 
with gates that open in the direction of egress

	� Free travel in direction of egress required on pedes-
trian exit doors from site

	� Exit signs and directional exit signs visible from main 
pathways

	� Exit pathways clear of all obstructions

	� Exit paths lighted in hours of darkness

	� Map of site must be posted at main entrance in 
security hut

	� Fire extinguishers located every 75’-0” of travel in vis-
ible location, not inside of buildings

	� Fire extinguishers within food prep and laundry 
spaces 

	� Location and distance to nearest fire hydrant

	� Smoke and carbon monoxide alarms in all sleeping 
units

	� No charging of electric vehicle batteries in the tiny 
homes

Trade Inspection

See the webpages below for information about schedul-
ing trade inspections:

	� Electrical Inspections

	� Mechanical Inspections

	� Side Sewer Inspections

Housing and Zoning Inspection

SDCI requires a housing and zoning Inspection when a 
construction permit is issued for religious owned or con-
trolled encampments. The housing and zoning inspec-
tion must be completed before occupying the village. 
Reference SDCI's Inspections website for information on 
scheduling inspections. 

OTHER INFORMATION

Code Reference

	� DR 9-2016, Requirements for Transitional Encamp-
ments

	� SMC 23.42.054, Transitional encampments located 
on property owned or controlled by a religious orga-
nization.

	� SMC 23.42.056, Transitional encampment as an 
interim use.

Additional Resources

	� City of Seattle GIS maps for locating site information, 
including environmentally critical areas. 

	� General information for preparing a plan set can be 
found in Tip 100, Getting a Multifamily or Commercial 
Construction Permit from SDCI, under section “Step 
5. Prepare Detailed Plans for Submittal.”

	� Grading information can be found in Tip 502, Grading 
Regulations and Submittal Requirements in Seattle.

	� Side Sewer Permits are issued by SDCI. More infor-
mation can be found in Tip 503, Side Sewer Permits 
in Seattle.

	� Electrical permits are required for wiring and service 
upgrades and are obtained from SDCI through the 
Seattle Services Portal.

	� Water Service (new and changes to existing water 
services) within Seattle Public Utilities' (SPU's) direct 
water service area are regulated and approved by 
SPU. See Client Assistance Memo (CAM) 1202. 

	� Plumbing and gas piping permits are issued by King 
County Public Health Department.

	� Food service permits and registration issued by King 
County Public Health Department. See Donating 
food and feeding our community safely. 

	� New and altered electrical service is permitted by 
Seattle City Light. 

Links to electronic versions of SDCI Tips, Director's 
Rules, and the Seattle Municipal Code are available 
on our website at www.seattle.gov/sdci.  

Access to Information

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.

mailto:SFD_FMO_Compliance@seattle.gov
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/inspections/electrical-inspections
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/inspections/mechanical-inspections
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/inspections/side-sewer-inspections
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/inspections
https://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/DR2016-9docx.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codes/dr/DR2016-9docx.pdf
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT23LAUSCO_SUBTITLE_IIILAUSRE_CH23.42GEUSPR_23.42.054TRENLOPROWCOREOR
https://library.municode.com/wa/seattle/codes/municipal_code?nodeId=TIT23LAUSCO_SUBTITLE_IIILAUSRE_CH23.42GEUSPR_23.42.056TRENINUS
https://seattlecitygis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f822b2c6498c4163b0cf908e2241e9c2
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam100.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam100.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/publications/CAM/cam502.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/publications/CAM/cam502.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam503.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/DPD/Publications/CAM/cam503.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/permits-we-issue-(a-z)/electrical-permit
https://cosaccela.seattle.gov/portal/Customization/SEATTLE/Welcome.aspx
https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/construction-resources/water
https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dph/health-safety/environmental-health/plumbing-gas-piping/applications-and-permits
https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dph/health-safety/food-safety/donating-food
https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dph/health-safety/food-safety/donating-food
https://www.seattle.gov/city-light/construction-services
http://www.seattle.gov/sdci
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