
 

 

September 7, 2017  

 

RE: Proposed amendments to Council Bill 119057: Design Review Program Improvements 

 

Dear Councilmembers: 

  
I am writing to provide Sightline’s comments on proposed amendments to Council Bill 119057: Design 
Review Program Improvements (link). The rationale behind our comments is explained in detail in a 
9/8/17 Sightline article (link), appended to this letter. We previously provided comments on the 
proposed legislation in an 8/4/17 letter to Council (link). 
 
In summary, we support the amendments to raise the thresholds, eliminate hybrid design review, and 
retain streamlined design review. However, we believe that the threshold increases proposed in the 
amendments are still not high enough to achieve the goals of the HALA recommendation to reduce the 
delay and uncertainty caused by design review (DR). We strongly urge Council to consider further 
amendments to more aggressively reform DR into a program appropriate for a city facing an affordable 
housing crisis. 
 
Amendment 9C 
We strongly support this amendment that would both eliminate hybrid DR and raise thresholds, 
specifically the option with the higher thresholds of 15,000 and 30,000 sf. We also support amendments 
9A and 9B, but prefer 9C. 
 
Amendment 9E 
This amendment would retain streamlined design review (SDR), which we strongly support. However, 
we oppose the full amendment because the thresholds would remain unchanged, the result being a 
program more onerous than the Mayor’s proposal. The Sightline article included at the end of this 
comment letter (link) suggests the following thresholds for a program that includes SDR but not hybrid 
DR: 
 

 Up to 15,000 sf:  Exempt from design review 

 15,000 to 25,000 sf: Streamlined design review 

 25,000 to 50,000 sf: Administrative design review 

 Greater than 50,000 sf: Full design review 
 
 
Amendment 8 
We oppose this amendment to lower thresholds in areas upzoned from single-family. There is no 
defensible justification for why these areas warrant higher design review scrutiny than other multifamily 
and commercial zones.  
 

http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Memo-Design-Review-20170906.pdf
http://www.sightline.org/2017/09/06/how-seattles-design-review-sabotages-housing-affordability/
http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Sightline-Design-Review-Comment-Letter-08.04.17-1.pdf
http://www.sightline.org/2017/09/06/how-seattles-design-review-sabotages-housing-affordability/
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Amendment 6 
We oppose the requirement for additional outreach in the Mayor’s proposal, and likewise we oppose 

this amendment to define it in the land-use code. 

 

Amendment 5 
We support amendment 9C, which would make this amendment moot.   

 

Amendment 4 
We oppose this amendment because we believe it is bad policy to horse-trade design review 

requirements. Offering a faster design review process in exchange for MHA performance implies that it 

reduces development costs without causing any significant downside to the community (link). If so, then 

the city ought to offer the faster process to all homebuilding projects because that would help control 

rising rents citywide (link), supporting HALA’s goals. If Council wants more MHA projects to opt for 

performance, then they should reduce the requirements relative to the in-lieu fee option (link). 

 

Amendment 3 
We support amendments 3A and 3B.  

 

Lastly, as described in the appended Sightline article (link), Council’s analysis of the amendments should 
be calculated in terms of the number of housing units, not the number of housing projects. Projects 
affected by the proposed changes tend to be on the small side, so the percent of units affected will be 
smaller than the percent of projects affected. Assessing by projects overstates the impact of the 
program on housing production. 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Dan Bertolet 

Senior Researcher 

Sightline Institute 

 

http://www.sightline.org/2017/08/10/housing-delayed-is-housing-denied/
http://www.sightline.org/2017/07/24/yes-red-tape-and-fees-do-raise-the-price-of-housing/
http://www.sightline.org/2017/01/10/checking-seattle-mandatory-housing-affordability-math/
http://www.sightline.org/2017/09/06/how-seattles-design-review-sabotages-housing-affordability/
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HOW SEATTLE’S DESIGN REVIEW SABOTAGES HOUSING
AFFORDABILITY
And what’s needed to �x it

Author: Dan Bertolet
(@danbertolet) on September 6, 2017 at 1:50 pm

Since 1994, Cascadia’s largest city, Seattle, has subjected most of its new apartment construction to
“design review,” in which building proposals must win approval from a volunteer citizen board. But if
there’s no accounting for taste, is it realistic to think a city can enforce good design through a process
reliant on a consensus of subjective opinions? How new buildings look is one thing, but what are
possible unseen drawbacks of this kind of process?

Consider the building pictured above, located in Seattle’s Ballard neighborhood. My architect friends
agree that it’s a cringeworthy cut-and-paste of clashing aesthetics that looks like it was designed by a
committee of amateurs. Yet it got the thumbs up from design review. Then again, some people like the
building just . ne.

Fortunately, Seattle’s design review program is not exclusively aimed at the dubious task of policing
aesthetics. Board members assess the uses of buildings, their connections with the surrounding
community, and if they conform to city plans. Perhaps most importantly, boards can grant builders
exceptions to rules when doing so will advance the city’s broader planning goals.

As Cascadia’s a�ordable housing crunch has intensi�ed over recent years, design review has come
under greater scrutiny, especially in Seattle. The delay it causes impedes homebuilding, including
subsidized a�ordable housing, and drives up rents—unintended consequences that no city has the
luxury to ignore. As bad, residents alarmed at the pace of change in Seattle have increasingly coopted
design review to block new housing in their neighborhoods. For these reasons, Seattle’s 2015 Housing
A�ordability and Livability Agenda recommended revamping the program, and the city council is
currently debating proposed legislation.

In this article, I dig into design review Seattle-style: how it works and how the city proposes to improve it;
how that proposal falls short and how to �x it; and how to radically overhaul design review to provide
the predictability and e�ciency appropriate for a city battling an a�ordability crisis caused by a chronic
shortage of homes. Spoiler: the ultimate solution lies in Vancouver, BC, where senior city sta�ers, not
volunteer boards, review and approve building designs.

How Seattle’s design review works

http://www.sightline.org/author/danbertolet/
http://www.sightline.org/author/danbertolet/
http://twitter.com/danbertolet
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/aboutus/whoweare/designreview/program/
http://www.sightline.org/2017/08/10/housing-delayed-is-housing-denied/
http://www.sightline.org/2017/07/24/yes-red-tape-and-fees-do-raise-the-price-of-housing/
http://murray.seattle.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/HALA_Report_2015.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codesrules/changestocode/designreviewprogramimprovements/whatwhy/
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/p3388337.pdf
http://www.seattletimes.com/business/amazon/thanks-to-amazon-seattle-is-now-americas-biggest-company-town/
http://www.sightline.org/
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Instituted in 1994, Seattle’s design review program o�ers three types of review: full, administrative and
streamlined (in order from most intensive review to least), the applicable type dictated in most cases by
the size of the proposed building. During 2014 and 2015, almost two thirds of projects that went
through review went through full design review, nearly one third through streamlined design review,
and the remaining few percent through administrative design review. The latter two types are handled
by city sta� and do not involve citizen boards or public meetings.

Full design review applies to all but the smallest of the city’s multifamily developments, and therefore
touches the majority of new homes built in Seattle. The program divides the city into seven districts,
each served by its own board. Each board includes city-appointed members who represent �ve
interests: design, development, community, local residents, and local business. Board members receive
scant training from the city, and their expertise and experience vary widely.

For full design review, developers present their proposal to the board at public meetings in two phases:
“early design guidance” followed by “design recommendation.” In either phase if the board is not
satis�ed with the proposed design, it can mandate additional meetings, adding months to a project’s
timeline. From 2014 to 2015, boards required a quarter of projects to come back for more than one
early design guidance meeting, and 15 percent to return for more than one recommendation meeting,
and the average time between the developer’s application for an early design guidance meeting and the
city’s granting of the primary permit was 11 months.

Design review’s tradeoffs
Seattle’s design review program can improve buildings, although the bene�ts are di�cult to quantify,
especially in terms of aesthetics—again, does anyone really believe that it’s possible to legislate beauty?

Design review tends to be most bene�cial when the board grants exceptions from the city’s standard
design regulations—“departures”—to developers who demonstrate that the allowance would help their
building better serve the community. Design review has also reduced counterproductive legal appeals
by providing an upfront community forum: in 2014 and 2015 just 2 percent of projects reviewed were
appealed.

There are severe tradeo�s, however. As I detailed previously, by the city’s estimate, for a 135-unit
apartment building each month of delay racks up $270,000 of expense, roughly equivalent to the
construction cost of one apartment. Not all of the delay from start to �nish of design review can be
blamed on the city’s process: doing the architecture takes time too. Taking that into account, if design
review goes smoothly it typically delays projects by perhaps half a year—for the 135-unit example, that’s
the cost of six apartments. Every extra meeting required by the board likely adds another two months,
at least, sacri�cing the value of two more apartments.

Design review’s imposed costs also include preparing for and attending meetings—consultant fees
typically run into tens of thousands of dollars per meeting. These expenses in�ict a proportionally larger
burden on modest projects that have small budgets. On top of that are added construction costs and
redesign fees associated with any changes that boards demand, such as more expensive materials or a
more intricate building form.

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/aboutus/whoweare/designreview/program/
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/p3388337.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/p3388337.pdf
http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Seattle_Design_Review_Projects_2014-2015.xlsx
https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/HALA/Track/Design_Review_Program_Improvements_May2016.pdf
http://www.sightline.org/2017/08/10/housing-delayed-is-housing-denied/
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Overall, design review instills uncertainty over the development timeline, a powerful but
underappreciated damper on homebuilding. Uncertainty means greater risk, and that makes projects
less attractive to investors and more expensive to �nance. Board inconsistency is a big contributor:
developers cannot predict how a given board will react on any given day. As with any advisory board,
some members may feel they aren’t doing their job if they don’t �nd some fault. Insiders describe how it
can become a game, in which architects might hold back their best designs to unveil at subsequent
meetings, so as to ensure they can show how they “responded” to the board’s critiques.

There is a genuine desire by community members to have a say in what happens in their neighborhood.
But adding to the challenges of design review, in recent years, residents uncomfortable with Seattle’s
growth appear to be discovering that it’s a forum at which they can vent and obstruct. And that puts
pressure on the volunteer board members to make demands that may reach beyond the purview of
design review and capriciously hold up homebuilding.

Design review run amok
The inherent unpredictability of volunteer boards combined with the growing trend of unhappy
neighbors swarming meetings adds up to a design review process prone to run amok. Here are some
recent examples.

Transit-oriented development at the Capitol Hill light rail station (118
Broadway East)
The culmination of a public process that began nearly a decade ago, this project would provide 400 in-
city homes—168 of the apartments would be subsidized, below-market-rate units—in four buildings. In
July, the design review board mandated a second recommendation meeting for reasons that verge on
the absurd:

Rendering of the proposed Capitol Hill TOD project, by Schemata Workshop, used with permission.

The board wants to pick the color scheme: “I would go with a di�erent color.” “I

http://www.sightline.org/2017/08/10/housing-delayed-is-housing-denied/
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/toolsresources/Map/detail/default.htm?lat=47.61922&dap=Y&lon=-122.32043&addr=118%20BROADWAY%20E
http://capitolhillchampion.org/timeline/
http://www.capitolhilltimes.com/Content/News/News/Article/Review-board-unsatisfied-with-Capitol-Hill-transit-development-project/26/337/5122
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Succumbing to the temptation to play the lofty architecture critic, one board member proclaimed:  “This
is a really good building. I think we were expecting it to be a great building.” Another declared, “Timeless
would be an important quality, I think, for this building.”

So far the design review process has burned nine months, and the extra meeting will add at least two
more. The cost of that delay is likely similar to being forced to build an extra 33 apartments and then
demolish them—all because �ve volunteers want to dicker over a color scheme and a daycare entrance.

“Passive House” apartments on Capitol Hill (1300 East Pike)

The board wants to pick the color scheme: “I would go with a di�erent color.” “I
do think that color is used a lot to spruce up a�ordable housing.”
A lone board member is adamant that a daycare should not be allowed on a
commercial street: “I still think it’s a terrible idea to put ground-�oor childcare
on Broadway… frankly, I can’t support the project with this.”
Echoing an anti-modernist refrain commonly heard in design review meetings,
the board feels that some of the building fronts are too monolithic and they
want to see more “modulation,” that is, more ins and outs along the exterior
walls. (Aesthetically, the all too frequent result is awkward, jumbled styles like
the one pictured atop this article. Economically, the guaranteed result is fewer
units and a more expensive building: a dual blow to a�ordability.)
The board believes that two street-level residential units should be retail
spaces instead. (Seattle currently has a glut of street-level retail space going
unleased, because land-use codes demand more storefronts than the city’s
shoppers will patronize.)

Rendering of proposed passive house apartments on Capitol Hill, by Weber Thompson, used with permission.

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/toolsresources/Map/detail/default.htm?lat=47.61431&dap=Y&lon=-122.31528&addr=1300%20E%20PIKE%20ST
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This 6-story, 45-unit project would be the city’s largest apartment building to meet the ultra-stringent,
ultra-green Passive House energy standard, a European approach to energy e�ciency that is a quantum
leap beyond Cascadian energy codes. The board mandated a third meeting primarily over objections to
�ber cement siding, a relatively inexpensive, commonly used façade material. The board directed the
developer to “explore the use of brick” to achieve a “more historical feel,” disregarding that lower cost
siding would help defray the added expense of passive house design. Two months later at the added
meeting the board approved the building with the same �ber cement siding and without any brick. The
developer expects to receive the �nal construction permit in September, one year and seven months
after �rst applying for design review. The only thing the “explore brick” feedback did was to drive up the
cost of the building, and make future passive house projects marginally less likely.

Columbia City apartments (5201 Rainier Ave South)
This 111-unit apartment project requested a “contract rezone” to allow six stories instead of four.
Contract rezones and design review are separate processes, but the allowance for a taller building
intensi�ed neighborhood opposition. The board was sympathetic to neighbors’ concerns, and
demanded that the developer add façade modulation and setbacks, design moves that some people
feel make buildings seem smaller. The result is 11 fewer homes in the building—a nine percent loss of
rent income—along with a construction cost increase of 3 to 5 percent, not to mention the cost of the
added delay. The two extra required design review meetings lengthened the time between application
and board approval to two years, and the project faces another six months or more of process to get
through the contract rezone (see end notes).

Phinney Ridge apartments (6726 Greenwood Ave N)
Faced with hordes of perturbed residents in an a�uent neighborhood, many of whom expressed
concerns beyond the purview of design review, the design review board mandated two extra meetings

Rendering of proposed apartments at 5201 Rainier Ave in the Columbia City neighborhood, by S+H Works, used with permission.

http://www.phius.org/home-page
http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/eplan/GetDocument.aspx?id=710769&src=WorkingDocs&n=Other%3A%20REC%20Report
http://capitolhilltimes.com/Content/Business/Business/Article/Capitol-Hill-Passive-House-design-passes-narrowly/108/468/4547
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/toolsresources/Map/detail/default.htm?lat=47.55513&dap=Y&lon=-122.28316&addr=5201%20RAINIER%20AVE%20S
http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/eplan/GetDocument.aspx?id=477756&src=WorkingDocs&n=Other%3A%20EDG%20Meeting%20Report
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/toolsresources/Map/detail/default.htm?lat=47.67852334&lon=-122.35508197&addr=6726,,,GREENWOOD,AVE,N
https://thecisforcrank.com/2016/08/03/under-neighborhood-pressure-apartment-building-heads-for-fourth-design-review/


9/7/2017 How Seattle’s Design Review Sabotages Housing Affordability | Sightline Institute

http://www.sightline.org/2017/09/06/how-seattles-design-review-sabotages-housing-affordability/ 6/21

for this 57-unit apartment building, extending the delay between application for design review and
approval to 16 months. An example of the board’s rationale reads a bit like satire: “The proposed
storefront design made no real analytic reference to extant examples and failed in themselves (sic) to
convey any particular sense of place.” Regardless, the extended public engagement process was not
su�cient to ward o� a neighborhood legal appeal of the apartment building under the state
environmental policy act, which, as of this writing, has halted the project on a technicality over an
exemption of on-site parking requirements. (I also discussed this project previously.)

Madison Valley Apartments and PCC Supermarket (2925 East Madison St)
One more to watch is this 73-unit apartment and supermarket project that has spawned heated
opposition from neighbors, who went so far as to hire a paid consultant. The board has so far required
two extra meetings, primarily concerning the sloping transition to a single-family zone on the back side
of the property. Now that the developer has resolved that issue by placing townhouses facing the single-
family zone, it remains to be seen whether the board will demand yet another meeting, egged on by a
room full of neighbors some of whom are likely motivated to simply shut down any building proposal
whatsoever.

Seattle’s proposed design review improvements need
improvement
In accordance with Seattle’s HALA recommendation to reduce design review’s negative impact on
housing a�ordability for both conventional and subsidized housing, city planners proposed a package of
improvements intended to make the process more e�cient and predictable. The proposal includes
some much-needed revisions, but overall it falls short—by a lot. If adopted as proposed, it will be a
hollow victory for a�ordability.

I submitted a detailed comment letter on the proposal to City Council that identi�es �aws and suggests
�xes, and I include it as an appendix to this article. Here are the key points:

Rendering of proposed apartments and PCC supermarket at 2925 East Madison St, by Studio Meng Strazzara, used with permission.

The proposal adjusts the building size thresholds for design review, but the net

http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/eplan/GetDocument.aspx?id=522645&src=WorkingDocs&n=Other%3A%202nd%20EDG%20Report
http://www.sightline.org/2017/08/10/housing-delayed-is-housing-denied/
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/toolsresources/Map/detail/default.htm?lat=47.6247&dap=Y&lon=-122.29409&addr=2925%20E%20MADISON%20ST
http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/eplan/GetDocument.aspx?id=888262&src=WorkingDocs&n=Other%3A%20Draft%20DRB%20packet
http://www.capitolhillseattle.com/2017/01/madison-valley-pcc-project-moves-forward-barely/
http://www.savemadisonvalley.org/blog/2016/6/20/peter-steinbrueck-and-save-madison-valley-set-the-stage-for-design-review
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/codesrules/changestocode/designreviewprogramimprovements/whatwhy/
http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/p3388337.pdf
http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Sightline-Design-Review-Comment-Letter-08.04.17-1.pdf
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A counter proposal
In short, the city’s proposal would not reduce design review’s burden nearly enough. In fact, the city’s
analysis overstates the proposal’s potential e�cacy because it’s calculated in terms of the number of
homebuilding projects rather than the number of homes. The proposed changes would apply more
frequently to smaller buildings, so the share of individual homes a�ected would be much smaller than
the share of projects a�ected.

The following alternative scheme would take the program much closer to where it needs to go
(thresholds based on the size of the building measured in square feet):

This scheme would:

The proposal adjusts the building size thresholds for design review, but the net
result would be only a minor reduction in the number of small projects that
must wend their way through review.
The proposal creates a new “hybrid” form of design review entailing early
design guidance by city sta� and design recommendation by the board. This
hybrid may well prove more dysfunctional and time consuming than current
full design review, because, inevitably, city sta� reviewers and board members
will sometimes contradict each other. Because the two review steps are
conducted at di�erent points in the process, it’s unclear how such con�icts
would be resolved.
The proposal would eliminate streamlined design review, which would be a
step backward. It has been working well for small-scale projects.
The proposal would limit the number of board meetings, but the limit is so
riddled with exceptions that it’s nearly meaningless. For one, the limit is void
for any project that is pursuing a departure, and most projects do. In all cases,
the city can require additional meetings if “the board needs more time for
deliberation.”
The proposal adds a new requirement for upfront community outreach, which
constitutes an added burden on new housing construction—especially small
projects—and is directly contrary to the letter and spirit of the HALA
recommendation.

Up to 15,000 sf:  Exempt from design review
15,000 to 25,000 sf: Streamlined design review
25,000 to 50,000 sf: Administrative design review
Greater than 50,000 sf: Full design review

Exempt a greater number of “missing middle” projects such as townhouses and
small apartment buildings, which, compared to larger projects, have less

impact on the community yet su�er a proportionally greater �nancial hit from

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/cs/groups/pan/@pan/documents/web_informational/p3388337.pdf
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These revisions would make Seattle’s program more like design review in Portland, a city nationally
recognized for quality architecture and urban design. Compared to Seattle, in Portland a greater share
of modest projects are only subject to internal administrative review by city sta�, and the city is
currently considering changes to the program that would further “lessen the level of review for smaller
projects.”

For larger developments, the Portland’s design review process is limited to a single public meeting with
its Design Commission, a citywide board of seven appointed volunteers. The commission’s decision can
be appealed, which triggers a second public meeting at which the city council makes the �nal call. In
some cases developers can choose to opt out of design review if they are con�dent that their project
indisputably meets all of the city’s design rules.

Is a volunteer board incompatible with design review?
Seattle’s proposal recommends additional training for design review board members, a worthwhile step
toward more consistent, defensible decision making. Unfortunately the proposal leaves unmentioned
the speci�c critical need for education on the relationships among building design, construction cost,
and housing a�ordability.

But this leads to a bigger question: is the volunteer board format a fatal �aw? Is it sensible to put the
massive responsibility of adjudicating billions of dollars of real estate investment on the shoulders of
volunteers, no matter how smart and well-intentioned they may be?

Education helps, but because so much about design is subjective, no amount of training is going to
eliminate unpredictable variation of opinions among board members. Homebuilders will always face a
crap shoot with the people who hold veto power over their projects, and that uncertainty is poison to
private development. In a city with spiraling prices caused by a lack of homes, the potential for a more
radical overhaul of design review—including axing the volunteer boards—deserves serious attention.

impact on the community yet su�er a proportionally greater �nancial hit from
design review;
Retain streamlined design review, which is e�ective for modest projects and is
appropriate for the �rst tier above the exemption threshold;
Expand the use of administrative design review, applying it as the next tier up
from streamlined review for medium-scale projects (apartment buildings from
about 30 to 60 units);
Reject the proposed hybrid design review because it is an untested scheme rife
with the risk of failure;
Retain full design review—with a strict two-meeting limit—for large-scale
projects, which tend to have the greatest potential community impacts, and
can more easily withstand the �nancial burden of the process; and
Reject the requirement for additional early outreach, but o�er it as an option
supported by city sta�.

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/article/74223
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/index.cfm?a=71804
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/70324
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After all, as noted by city planners, “Seattle is one of the only large cities in the U.S. where design review
is conducted by primarily neighborhood-based citizen-volunteer boards.”

In Vancouver, BC, design proposals for large developments are approved by a “Development Permit
Board” made up of four senior city sta� members. Proposals are �rst assessed by city planners who
provide a recommendation to the board. The board then conducts a public meeting with a nine-
member citizen advisory panel, at which the developer and any other interested parties can provide
comment. At the conclusion of the meeting, the board makes a �nal decision by vote. The proof is in the
city: Vancouver is internationally known as one of the most livable large cities on the planet, and its
architecture has a reputation that far exceeds Seattle’s.

In the near term it’s a good �rst step for Seattle to make incremental changes to design review. But
Cascadia’s �rst city should also explore the more radical option of converting to a system like Cascadia’s
second city (Vancouver), in which dedicated, highly trained city sta� make the decisions, minimizing the
delay and uncertainty that is so toxic to homebuilding.

Conclusion

Well-designed residential buildings in Vancouver, BC, by Dan Bertolet (Used with permission.)

https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/HALA/Track/Design_Review_Program_Improvements_May2016.pdf
http://vancouver.ca/home-property-development/development-permit-board.aspx
http://vancouver.ca/home-property-development/development-permit-board.aspx
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Seattle has rightly called out its design review program as an impediment to construction of the new
homes the city so desperately needs to relieve its shortage and ease rents. Unfortunately, the city’s
proposed changes to design review are far too modest, and a much more aggressive set of reforms is
needed to achieve the a�ordability goals of the city’s HALA recommendations. City policymakers can
improve the proposal with higher thresholds and reorganization of design review types. Ultimately,
however, the best solution for design review in Seattle and other high-cost cities may be to end reliance
on volunteer boards and hand over the job to professional city sta�.

UPDATE:
On 9/7/17 Seattle City Council introduced amendments to the design review proposal, some of which
would address shortcomings pointed out above.

Notes
Seattle City Council’s Planning, Land Use & Zoning Committee will discuss the proposed design review
improvements on Friday, September 8, 2017, 9:30 a.m. in Council Chambers, Seattle City Hall, Floor 2,
600 Fourth Avenue.

Seattle City Council will hold a public hearing on the proposed improvements to design review
on Monday, September 11, 2017 at 7:00 p.m. at SIFF Cinema Uptown, Auditorium 3, 511 Queen Anne
Avenue N. (map)

Exemplifying how delay breeds uncertainty, the Columbia City project discussed above was initiated
before Seattle proposed its Mandatory Housing A�ordability (MHA) program, yet it will now be required
to participate. And during the time the project was stuck in the design review process the MHA
requirements were raised twice, from �ve to six, and �nally, to nine percent subsidized units.

Below is the full text of Sightline’s comment letter to the Seattle City Council on the proposed
improvements to Design Review (pdf here):

August 4, 2017

RE: Proposed improvements and administrative updates to the Design Review Program (Council Bill
number not yet assigned)

Dear Councilmembers:

I am writing to provide the Sightline Institute’s comments on the proposed updates to the city’s Design
Review (DR) program. We applaud the city’s intent to modify the DR program with the goal of increasing
housing a�ordability, as articulated in the Mayor’s Housing A�ordability and Livability Agenda (HALA).

We strongly support the following proposed changes to the DR program:

Change of the exemption threshold metric from housing units to total building
square footage (particularly important for lowrise apartments because their

units are smaller than for-sale units.)

http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Memo-Design-Review-20170906.pdf
http://maps.google.com/?q=600+4th+Ave%2c+Seattle%2c+WA+98104
https://maps.google.com/maps?q=SIFF+Cinema+Uptown,+Auditorium+3,+511+Queen+Anne+Avenue+N.&hl=en
http://www.sightline.org/2017/01/10/checking-seattle-mandatory-housing-affordability-math/
http://web6.seattle.gov/dpd/eplan/GetDocument.aspx?id=893137&src=WorkingDocs&n=Other%3A%20MHA%20memo
http://sightline.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Sightline-Design-Review-Comment-Letter-08.04.17-1.pdf
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However, we believe that numerous components of the proposal must be modi�ed for the changes to
yield signi�cant progress toward HALA’s a�ordability goals. Overall, we believe that the proposal doesn’t
go nearly far enough to reduce the negative impact of DR on the cost of homebuilding.

Council now has a rare opportunity to help address the city’s a�ordability crisis through administrative
changes that would cost virtually nothing to the city. To maximize this opportunity, we urge
Councilmembers to consider the following concerns and set of eight recommendations.

Hybrid DR 
In theory, the proposed Hybrid process is a good step for reducing the burden of DR. However, as
proposed, Hybrid DR introduces the risk of a project getting the internal green light from city sta�ers at
EDG, but then getting held back at the subsequent Recommendation Meeting by a Design Review Board
(DRB) with con�icting opinions. In such cases, Hybrid DR could in fact prove more onerous than today’s
Full DR. We believe that the reverse order—conduct the EDG meeting with the DRB �rst, and then the
Recommendation Meeting with city sta�—is likely to be more productive. But we also recognize the risk
that if the DRB meeting comes �rst, DRB members may object to the fact that their input could be
overridden in a subsequent meeting with sta�. The proposal would allow up to 25 projects to participate
in a one-year pilot in which DRB would come �rst and sta� review second. But why impose this limit?
Allowing all applicants to freely choose the meeting order would, over time, reveal which order is more
bene�cial, and lead to the best outcome for the program.

RECOMMENTATION #1: For Hybrid DR, make the meeting order a permanent optional choice for
applicants.

Limit on DR Meetings 
We support the proposed two-meeting limit on the number of DR meetings, but as proposed it will
apply in few cases because it is void for projects that are pursuing departures. To a typical developer,
one of the most valuable aspects of Seattle’s DR process is the opportunity it provides to pursue
departures, and most projects do. The meeting limit is also voided if a project is located adjacent to a
single-family zone, granting unjusti�ed priority for public input to what is on average a relatively
privileged portion of the city’s residents. Furthermore, additional meetings can be required by the SDCI
Director if the DRB needs more time for deliberation. With all these exceptions, the meeting limit has no
“teeth” in most cases, and therefore will not in practice achieve its intent to reduce development delay
and uncertainty.

RECOMMENTATION #2: Remove all the exceptions to the two meeting limit, with a provision that
if decisions cannot be made in two meetings, the case goes immediately to the SDCI Director for
a �nal decision.

units are smaller than for-sale units.)
10,000 sf threshold that exempts most townhouse projects, correcting current
DR requirements that have quashed townhouse production in favor of single-
family clusters (link).
Requirement for only Administrative Design Review for 100% a�ordable
projects.

http://www.sightline.org/2016/02/24/a-good-way-to-make-housing-scarcer-and-more-expensive/


9/7/2017 How Seattle’s Design Review Sabotages Housing Affordability | Sightline Institute

http://www.sightline.org/2017/09/06/how-seattles-design-review-sabotages-housing-affordability/ 12/21

Complexity Designation for Context 
We oppose the proposal for two levels of project complexity according to “context” for the following
reasons:

RECOMMENTATION #3: Eliminate the non-complex/complex designation by “context,”  and apply
the thresholds as currently proposed for non-complex projects.

Complexity Designation for Scale 
We oppose the proposal to classify projects as complex if their façade length exceeds 200 feet.  The city
already has design standards intended to regulate the design of long building facades. Imposing a more
intensive design review process for long facades is redundant. Forcing full design review on more
projects in this way contradicts the primary goal of the proposal. Furthermore, a 200-foot limit would
trigger full design review for most projects on lots as small as 20,000 sf, since lots are commonly 100
feet deep. The cost of design review disproportionately harms these smaller scale, lower cost projects. If
a façade length threshold is deemed necessary, then it should be set at no less than 300 feet.

RECOMMENTATION #4: Eliminate the complexity designation by façade length, and apply the
thresholds as currently proposed for non-complex projects.

Find this article interesting? Please consider making a gift to support our work.

DR Thresholds 
For lowrise ownership homes other than townhouses, the proposed 10,000 sf threshold is e�ectively
lower than the current 8-unit threshold (8 units x 1500 sf/unit = 12,000 sf). So for example, a 7-unit
rowhouse that would be exempt from DR today would trigger DR under the proposal. For typical lowrise
apartments, the 10,000 sf threshold is higher than the current 8-unit threshold (8 units x 800 sf/unit =
6,400 sf), but that won’t make much di�erence to DR exemptions in practice because most lowrise
apartments are greater than 10,000 sf anyway.

First and foremost, any needs for special design considerations around zone
transitions ought to be handled by design standards in the land use code, not
by DR.
It grants inequitable preference to residents of single family zones by providing
more opportunity to give feedback on projects through more extensive DR.
Why do people who live in single-family zones deserve what is in e�ect special
treatment from the city in terms of the attention paid to the design of adjacent
development?
It is likely to disproportionately impact projects in lowrise zones because they
are often adjacent to single-family zones.
It adds, well, complexity, to the DR process that is likely to create unintended
consequences, such as development favoring sites not on zone boundaries.

http://www.sightline.org/giving/?code=midarticle%5bpostid%5d
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On page 7 the June 2017 Director’s Report states that the 10,000 sf threshold was chosen because it 
“approximates the size of development on two typical lots in a lowrise zone.” That is incorrect. Typical
lots in lowrise zones are 5,000 sf (former single-family lots), so on two of these lots any lowrise project
will be greater than 10,000 sf, triggering a DR requirement. This represents a large share of potential
“missing middle” housing projects in the city, as illustrated in the city’s MHA Urban Design and
Neighborhood Character Study (link). Furthermore, the cost burden of DR falls more heavily on these
smaller projects.

Under the proposal, lowrise projects from 10,000 to 20,000 sf would be downgraded from Full DR to
Administrative or Hybrid, depending on the complexity designation. Projects > 20,000 sf would be
subject to Hybrid or Full DR, also depending on complexity. In sum, the proposal would yield a bene�cial
reduction in DR encumbrance on townhouses and small apartments, but for other lowrise types the net
bene�ts are likely to be marginal.

For congregate/SEDU, the proposal would exempt projects from 5,000 to 10,000 sf that are currently
subject to Streamlined DR. But it would also subject projects from 10,000 – 12,000 sf to Administrative
DR, which is more rigorous than Streamlined DR. For congregate/SEDU projects from 12,000 to 20,000
sf, the proposal would require either no change from the current Administrative DR, or a step up to the
more rigorous Hybrid DR if the project was deemed complex. Congregate/SEDU projects > 20,000 sf
would step down to Hybrid DR or would stay at Full DR, depending on complexity. All told, for
congregate/SEDU the proposed threshold changes are a mixed bag, and would likely have only a
marginal e�ect on reducing the encumbrance of DR.

For MR, HR, and SM zones, the proposed 10,000 sf threshold is lower than the existing 20-unit threshold
(20 units x 800 sf/unit = 16,000 sf). For NC zones, the proposed 10,000 sf threshold is higher than the
current threshold, but in practice the proposed threshold would exempt only a small fraction of NC
projects from DR because most are larger than 10,000 sf anyway. Most projects in MR, HR, SM, and NC
zones are > 20,000 sf, for which the proposal would require Hybrid or Full DR, depending on complexity.
MR or SM projects smaller than 20 units but greater than 10,000 sf are currently exempt, but would
become subject to DR under the proposal. Again, a mixed bag overall.

RECOMMENTATION #5: Increase the base threshold for DR to at least 15,000 sf. As described
above, the proposed 10,000 sf threshold may be higher or lower than existing thresholds, depending on
project speci�cs. We believe that a higher threshold is necessary for the policy change to achieve its
desired e�ect of signi�cantly decreasing the DR burden. A higher threshold is also justi�ed by the fact
that DR places a proportionally larger burden on small projects because the cost of DR is a larger
fraction of the total project cost.

Analysis of Proposal 
The city’s analysis on page 16 of the June 2017 Director’s Report shows that 28% of projects that were
subject to DR in 2014-2015 would be exempt under the proposal. Of those, the vast majority (26% of the
28%) are projects that were subject to Streamlined DR, currently the simplest form of DR, and most of
these were townhouses (presumably a small fraction were congregate/SEDUs between 5,000 and 12,000
sf). So in terms of DR exemption, for the most part the proposed 10,000 sf threshold in e�ect only
reverts the DR Program back to how it was before 2010 when the city singled out townhouses for a new

https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/HALA/Policy/MHA%20Urban%20Design%20Summary.pdf
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DR requirement—that is, it barely moves the needle much past where it was pre-2010. These results
support Recommendation #5 (see above) to raise the base threshold.

A little more than a third of the projects currently subject to Full DR would become subject to a less
rigorous DR process: 26% would go to Hybrid, 8% to Administrative, and 2% to exempt. This outcome
would support the intent of the proposed policy changes, however we believe that it doesn’t go far
enough to achieve the need for reducing the cost of homebuilding. Lastly, the impact of the proposal on
the relatively small number of projects currently subject to Administrative DR is basically a wash.

Because the city’s analysis is based on number of projects rather than number of unit, it overstates the
impact of the proposal on housing production (the city did not publish data on units). Nearly all of the
projects that would be exempted under the 10,000 sf threshold are small projects with low unit counts.
In terms of the number of units, the percentage exempted would be far less than 28% of projects that
were exempted. Likewise, most of the projects that would be downgraded from Full DR would move
because they are relatively small, and therefore have fewer units compared the average Full DR project.
In terms of units, the fraction that would become subject to a DR process less rigorous than Full DR is
lower than the 36% of projects that would.

RECOMMENTATION #6: To get a more accurate assessment of the proposal’s impact on housing
production, analyze it in terms of the number of units, not just the number of projects.

Optimum Design Review Scheme 
We believe the current proposal misses the mark by a wide margin. For changes to DR to yield
signi�cant movement toward achieving the goals of HALA and a sustainable city overall, the proposal
needs major adjustments.

RECOMMENTATION #7: Restructure the DR program as follows:

 0 – 15,000 sf:  no DR 
15,000 – 25,000 sf: Streamlined DR 
25,000 – 50,000 sf: Administrative DR 
> 50,000 sf: Full DR

Some explanation: Streamlined DR has proven to be an e�ective process for smaller projects, and we
believe it makes sense for it to apply to the �rst tier of projects above the DR exemption threshold.
Hybrid DR as proposed is rife with the risk of failure due to the inherent disconnect between the DRB
meeting and the city sta� meeting, regardless of the order in which it occurs. Administrative DR is
appropriate for small-to-medium scale projects that need deeper assessment but because of their
smaller scale are more severely impacted �nancially by the cost and uncertainty caused by a DR process
that puts the project in front of multiple public meetings. Full DR is best suited for large-scale projects.
Threshold adjustments for complexity could be added as desired (but not for “context,” as discussed
above).

Early Community Outreach 
We strongly oppose the proposal for additional early-stage community outreach. Such a requirement
that adds loosely-de�ned and time-consuming additional process to DR is diametrically opposed to the
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policy goals to reduce the encumbrance of DR in order to promote a�ordability. It would also
disproportionately hurt small-scale projects, because the cost would take a bigger bite out of the
budget. Larger projects are already required to provide community outreach through public DR
meetings. This component of the proposal egregiously contradicts the stated goals and
recommendations of HALA.

RECOMMENTATION #8: Eliminate the proposed requirement for additional early community
outreach.

Miscellaneous additional recommendations

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments. We look forward to further involvement in crafting
the best possible set of improvements for Design Review.

Sincerely,

Dan Bertolet 
Senior Researcher 
Sightline Institute

 

Power our brains! We’re a reader-supported nonpro�t.

Please make a gift today to support our work!

Tagged in: Housing, Urbanism

The o�cial goals of Design Review should be appended to emphasize
recognition of its impact on homebuilding cost and supply, not only by the
process itself, but through added costs imposed by changes mandated through
the DR process, such as setbacks or more expensive façade materials. For
example, reviewers could be instructed to consider strategies that make
housing more plentiful, more a�ordable, or better serve communities at risk of
displacement.
Make height and �oorplate departable through DR (though this would likely
require changes to the land use code). Such �exibility—likely involving a trade-
o� the two parameters—would allow for much more creative design, and
much less of a monotonous city skyline.
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