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The City of Seattle’s Livable South Downtown 
Planning Study was initiated to study potential 
land use and zoning changes to encourage 
investment and vitality in South  
Downtown neighborhoods.  

The Study follows Seattle’s Comprehensive  
Plan goals to promote residential and 
employment densities within walking distance  
of public transportation, while maintaining and 
enhancing Seattle’s character as the city grows 
and changes.  



South Downtown includes areas within the 
Downtown Urban Center:  

•Chinatown / International District  

•Greater Duwamish Manufacturing and Industrial Center 

•Japantown 

•Little Saigon  

•Pioneer Square 

•Stadium District 



Livable South Downtown Zoning 

Map 



In response to the Livable South Downtown Plan, 
the Community collaborated for three years to 
develop a shared, comprehensive vision for the 
District, called Vision 2030. 

In sum: 

The City needs to develop the appropriate tools 
to support livability, housing diversity and 
economic stability & growth within the 
neighborhood.  



The Vision 2030 Coalition identified four goals 
for our neighborhood:  

1. Balanced Housing Development 

2. Small Business Recruitment and Retention 

3. Enhanced Public Spaces and Healthy 
Environments 

4. Preservation & Revitalization of Historic 
Buildings (and Vacant & Substandard) 



• Balanced Housing Development: Support 
public financing to develop a balance of 
various housing types in our neighborhood.  

 - Housing in our community should be 
composed of: 
   1/3 affordable @ 50% median income 
   1/3 affordable @ 51% - 100% 
   1/3 market rate – over 100% 
  and a diversity of types, including family 

     housing, elderly, workforce housing 

• Enhanced Public Spaces and Healthy 
Environments:  We need to create a livable 
neighborhood with our dense, urban 
community. 

 - Enhance the neighborhood’s public spaces, 
Chinatown Gate, Hing Hay Park 



• Small Business Support: The character of our 
neighborhood must be preserved by 
supporting the small businesses in our 
community. 

• Revitalization of Historic Buildings: Vacant 
and unrehabilitated buildings are a public 
safety issue, provide inadequate housing, 
and are an underutilized community asset, 
contributing to  community marketing 
problems. 



• The strength of South Downtown neighborhoods is 
their historic and cultural contributions to Seattle’s 
diversity  

• We are a regional hub for Asian-Pacific American 
commerce and culture 

• We have community consensus that there is a need 
for further new development including market rate 
development. 

• However, this new development can not be at the 
expense of existing residents and businesses, but 
compatible development that respects & preserves 
the history & character of the ID, and does not 
displace or irrevocably alter the character of the ID. 

• The neighborhood’s central location and accessibility 
to both downtown Seattle &  the region’s major 
transportation nexus of all modes 



• A strong community infrastructure of long 
established community and cultural 
institutions, agencies & families committed to 
the preservation & revitalization of the ID. 

• Home to Asian ethnic resources  & services 
not found in other neighborhoods   

• The neighborhood’s rich retail diversity  and 
culinary experiences. 



Thousands of people visit the ID for rich 
cultural experiences and events each year: 

A major attraction for tourists and 
business folk  
Brings broader community together to 
celebrate and appreciate our differences 
and commonalities 

Imagine the vision… 
                   …think of the 
possibilities. 



We believe the redevelopment of South 
Downtown should require a comprehensive  City 
approach, with sufficient tools to achieve 
concrete, measurable community development 
objectives.  

Consequently, land use changes should not be 
developed in isolation from other City strategies, 
tools, resources, and / or programs necessary to 
achieve the Vision that represents all our 
neighborhood interests.   

We expect that the principles that we are 
advocating for will be applied throughout all the 
South Downtown neighborhoods to achieve the 
highest standard of livability.  



The Chinatown- International District is one of 
Seattle’s most unique neighborhoods. We realize 
implementation of the Livable South Downtown 
Planning (LSDP) will affect our neighborhood 
greatly.  

The City should acknowledge the social, economic, 
and cultural dynamics of this community, and the 
projected outcomes of this rezone, before making 
any concrete decisions. 

The City should not move forward on land use 
changes prior to having a sustainable communities 
strategy that equitably supports the community’s 
goals and resources. 



Vision 2030 Coalition ID Community 
Critique:  

•The Livable South Downtown Plan is essentially a 
City land use / zoning plan, and not a 
comprehensive community development plan.   

• City depts did not all have the same buy-in to the 
planning effort, so other issues of livability and 
required public investments in the 2030 
recommendations were not fully evaluated to 
provide a coordinated response. 



Vision 2030 Coalition ID Community Critique:  
(cont) 

• There were no specific quantifiable outcome 
targets  from upzoning for affordable housing, 
the types of projected new jobs, preservation of  
existing minority small businesses, or tools 
needed to achieve the outcomes. 

•There was insufficient analysis of how the 
increased density would change the future 
development pattern and impact the existing 
neighborhood, businesses and residents. 

•   



To identify what  tools and rresources are needed for 
equitable development outcomes, some questions 
need to be addressed: 

•How will increased density affect small and 
independent businesses who lease storefronts in 
underdeveloped or substandard properties?  

•How will we prevent existing low-income residents 
from being displaced as real estate values escalate 
& pressures to sell increase?  

•How will we achieve our goal of balanced 
development?    

•How will the market respond to upzoning? 



• How will we improve our neighborhood 
streets and parks?  

• How do we make this neighborhood safer? 

• How will the physical environment  
 be affected? 

• Does the neighborhood’s infrastructure have 
the capacity to handle the impending new 
development? 



In order to turn neighborhood goals into lasting 
impressions, the City must consider key Vision 2030 
recommendations:  

– Develop Needed Financial Tools  & Public 
Investments 

– ID recommendations on Land Use Regulations 

– Strategies & Programs to Preserve Our Small Retail 
Business Character 

– Implementation that achieves quantifiable 
sustainable community outcomes 



EXISTING FINANCIAL TOOLS ARE NOT 
SUFFICIENT: 

• The new incentive zoning ordinance is weak and will not 
generate significant new affordable housing. 

• The TDR programs are priced at costs not reflecting 
actual real estate market values for the increased density 
capacities. 

•  The new 2009 voter-approved Housing Levy can only 
fund a portion of the affordable housing needs throughout 
the city & will not significantly address the South 
Downtown or ID housing goals. 

• Tax credit markets are still uncertain and anemic 

•  The State Housing Trust Fund has no current funding. 

•  There are few resources available to support small 
businesses, given Washington State’s lending of credit 
prohibitions. 



Proposed Financial Tools 

• Establish a new Growth Related Fund: 
(TIFF-like) Return an increment of new 
property & other tax collections from 
within the South Downtown Area to 
provide a Community Development Fund 
that can support Vision 2030 goals: 
affordable housing, economic 
development, small business support, 
public safety.  

• Historic TDR  & TDR Programs: Amend the 
TDR program to allow property owners to 
sell additional commercial development 
rights, beyond the three commercial FAR 
the City is allocating to this neighborhood 
& to sell TDRs for new affordable housing 
construction. 



Preserving Our Small Retail  
Business Character 

• Develop strategies & programs to support the 
anticipated loss of the existing Little Saigon 
commercial base in underdeveloped parcels to 
new development at higher densities, and less 
affordable commercial rents 

• Enact a formula-retail business ordinance to 
prevent  future urban shopping malls from 
coming in to the ID; support local and small 
businesses. 

• Apply the 25,000 sf retail/50,000 sf grocery 
store use limits 

• Allow ground floor users to expand into the 
sidewalk so that retail activity can interface with 
public to create more lively pedestrian 
experiences. 



Implementation 

• The City should have a comprehensive 
sustainable communities plan and not 
proceed with a land use upzone first without  
one.   

• The City should evaluate the progress on a 
regular basis to measure quantifiable 
outcomes for desired goals. 

• The City should seek to work with the federal 
government to secure resources to achieve 
sustainable & equitable community  
outcomes. 









PROJECT COMPONENTS 

• 10 ACRE SITE    (PROPOSED 6 STORIES, HEIGHT REZONE REQUESTED) 

• CONSTRUCT 120,000 SF FACILITY FOR GOODWILL – NEW STORE, CLASSROOMS, 
ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICES 

• 600,000 SF OF RETAIL: 
– GROCERY STORE  
– “NEIGHBORHOOD” (FORMULA RETAIL) SHOPS & RESTAURANTS 
– LOWES 
– TARGET  (ANCHOR TENANT) 

• 2,300 PARKING STALLS 

• GREEN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT FEATURES – “LOW IMPACT DEVELOPMENT”, STORM 
WATER MGT TECHNIQUES, INTERNAL OPEN SPACES 

• 3RD PARTY DEVELOPER TO BUILD 450 HOUSING UNITS ABOVE 
– 200 AFFORDABLE HOUSING UNITS 
– 250 MARKET RATE UNITS 



PROPOSED URBAN IN-CITY MALL (IN  ID) 



PROPOSED URBAN IN-CITY MALL (IN  ID)



PROPOSED URBAN IN-CITY MALL (IN  ID)
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What is the likely development outcome with the  
Livable South Downtown Plan ? 

• Increased developer interest in sites proximate to downtown Seattle.  (When the 
market rebounds). 

• Developer interest anticipated to be: 
– Building to the top of the real estate market (re: affordability).  Most Seattle 

developers at the height of the real estate market said they could not develop new 
projects at less than 120% - 140% of median income, or less than 120’ heights. 

– Maximizing the height to maximize developable square footage.  The South 
Downtown Plan calls for heights from 65’ to 240’ in most parts of the ID. 

– Increasing developer interest in smaller & smaller units – maximizes $ rent/square 
foot, but can be marketed as “sustainable”.   

– Acquisition of underdeveloped and vacant sites, particularly in Little Saigon will be 
sought, & seen as good values given the ID’s proximity to the Downtown core 



HOW SMART IS SMART GROWTH? 

– Conventional wisdom:  Density results in affordability.    

• While the land cost per unit may be lower with increased density at first, any development higher than 65’ 
and wood frame construction will cost more.  Mid-rise & high rise fire codes & structural codes will require 
more expensive concrete or steel construction.   

• Most  Seattle developers say they cannot feasibly develop at less than 120% of median income. 

• Market values of land will increase & make it much harder to secure sites for low income and affordable 
housing development.  Seller expectations of values increase; there are limited public financing sources for 
escalating real estate values. 

– Conventional wisdom:  IIncreased density provides increased housing opportunities  

• There is  likely less diversity in housing types & sizes with mid-rise and high rise construction.  Developers 
typically do not build family-sized units in these types of structures, and the pressure is to minimize the size 
of units to smaller and smaller efficiency units. 

Conventional wisdom:    Increasing density will result in greater ecological benefit by reducing  
carbon emissions by creating more housing close to work & play.    

 Secretary Donovan wants to eliminate “drive to qualify”.  There’s another dimension. 

 However, if the result of density is gentrification, it pushes low income households further out into the 
suburbs where housing costs are more affordable, but transportation options are fewer.   Does it result in 
lower income people driving more in older cars to get to jobs & services & replace who is on the roads? 



Possible Policy Recommendations for Equitable Smart Growth & 

Sustainable Communities

General: 
• Equitable development principles with measurable outcomes should be required of all Smart Growth or 

Sustainable Communities plans and have realistic strategies to achieve these outcomes.  Federal funding 
awards could be contingent on having such acceptable plans.  It is insufficient to just have a plan that can not 
be evaluated or implemented. The achievement of the plans & outcomes should have some consequence for 
non-performance. 

• There must be identifiable strategies & financial resources available to demonstrate how the objectives can be 
met, and in coordination with various levels of government . The costs should be identified and the strategies 
and sources developed to implement the plan as a condition of approval. 

Other suggestions: 

1.  CConsider adoption of Smart Growth zoning/financing district overlays for designated Sustainable Communities 
to provide both quantifiable development outcomes consistent with Equitable Development principles and to 
provide the programs, policies & financing mechanisms to ensure this can happen.  

2.  Rethink how zoning can be a more effective tool to achieve equitable & sustainable outcomes:  Encourage 
reform of zoning codes and create model Smart Growth zoning codes.  Research new conceptions of land use 
codes to reflect Smart Growth outcomes of desired uses – more emphasis on types of outcomes.   

– Zoning as a tool to direct development can often have many permitted uses to allow the market to 
develop what’s needed “in the market”.  That does not necessarily coincide w/ what’s sought by 
the community or by public policy or plans. 



• Consider adding more prescriptive focus in zoning codes to reflect community needs &  public policies:.  
Eg. Housing types – family housing sized units; affordability built into the zoning code – eg. Allow more 
density for greater affordability. 

• Require inclusionary zoning for affordability & maybe housing types in targeted Smart Growth areas,  
Provide options of payment in lieu to allow developers the option to provide affordable units in their market 
rate projects, or pay into local housing finance programs to allow more community based developers to 
develop the affordable housing.   

   
•Incentive zoning generally does not provide sufficient affordability for the development development 
bonuses received. 

3. Create supportive financing mechanisms: 
• Have effective TDR programs – For Seattle, restore  the ability to sell TDRs from affordable housing from 
new construction sites to provide a source of write-down financing. 
• Establish TIFF or TIFF-like programs to target public infrastructure funds back into the existing 
communities as a needed capital source to build out the sustainable community goals not addressed by 
the private sector. 

• Targeted strategic investments from all levels of government 

 



4.  Need Coordinated Planning that is meaningful in reaching into the community:   
•  Local Comprehensive Plans and Consolidated Plans should address equitable development 
outcomes for housing affordability, small business retention, employment, public amenities at the 
community level.  In Seattle, there is insufficient focus on place based community development. 

•With a move to Regional Planning, it may make it even more difficult for communities to have a voice 
& be able to participate in these key planning & investment decisions.   The federal role should be to 
require localities to coordinate down to the communities & not just out to the regional players. 

5.  Federal Role: 
• Get HUD back in the business of more substantially supporting affordable housing and community 
development.  HUD has largely been invisible for a long time in helping finance affordable housing 
development, unless projects are targeted to special needs. 

• Refine the approach that “encourages” or “incents” localities “to do the right thing”.   Need 
leadership to change the paradigms, including local policies & investments. 

• Either change the way federal programs define “the Project” and eligible costs to reflect the larger 
sustainable community result, or have joint approvals by various federal agencies & localities for “the 
Project” & which pieces of implementation each will cover. 


