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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The City of Auburn requests that the Growth Management Planning Council (GMPC) designate Downtown Auburn as an Urban Center under Countywide Planning Policy LU-39.

The Auburn Downtown Area, long recognized as an urban activity center, has historically been a region-serving hub for southeast King County, a role which has only increased as transportation improvements have been made in the area. The Downtown Area is a compact, historic, traditional small city downtown. It has the capacity – and the community support – to meet or exceed King County and exceed proposed Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) standards for an Urban Center designation. The City is already experiencing substantial growth in Transit Oriented Development and major expansion of medical-related uses in and around the downtown location of Auburn Regional Medical Center. This includes, for instance, a four-story 108,000 square foot addition to the Auburn Regional Medical Center just completed in 2003.

BACKGROUND

In the early 1990s, following the creation of the Countywide Planning Policies and during Auburn’s process to adopt its Comprehensive Plan, the City addressed the nomination of Downtown Auburn as an Urban Center. At that time the Auburn City Council chose not to request the designation, feeling that the intense level of development anticipated in Centers would detract from Auburn’s small-town atmosphere.

Since that time, Auburn has become the site of a major transit hub, which is the centerpiece of approximately $67 million in public works investments in downtown. The City adopted the Auburn Downtown Plan and programmatic EIS in 2001which calls for increased, transit-oriented development in downtown, with a commitment to pedestrian amenities and strong urban design. The Downtown Plan also had the nomination of Downtown Auburn as an Urban Center as a stated policy and implementation strategy. Zoning Code amendments, including those that removed a building height limitation in the downtown and reduced parking requirements for uses in proximity to the transit center, and that sought to eventually eliminate automobile oriented uses in the downtown area, were also adopted concurrently with the Auburn Downtown Plan. 
The Downtown Planning area encompasses approximately 233 acres, or about 1.6% of the total City area, and is roughly centered around the Sounder Train Station, Metro Bus transfer point, and six story parking garage that includes 14,000 square feet of first floor retail space. The Downtown contains a mix of uses – single family and multifamily residential, City Hall, Auburn Regional Medical Center, retail, industrial, and a school. Development is characterized by a traditional street grid, with regular block sizes of about 1.5 acres. The area is located at the intersection of two major auto/truck routes (State Routes 167 and 18), and is located on regional freight lines (Burlington Northern – Santa Fe and Union Pacific). In addition, its eastern edge is bounded by Auburn Way/SR 164 and at the western edge is the Interurban Trail. 

In November 2002, the Auburn City Council revisited the urban center designation process as an annual amendment to the Auburn Comprehensive Plan, and has directed staff to pursue a designation. This designation will clearly demonstrate the City’s commitment to the continued growth of Downtown Auburn as a densely developed, pedestrian-friendly, transit-oriented area.
COUNTYWIDE PLANNING POLICIES

Countywide Planning Policy LU-39 describes the criteria used to evaluate Centers nominated by local jurisdictions, and lists the Urban Centers already confirmed by the GMPC. This policy is applicable to the request that Downtown Auburn be nominated as an Urban Center, in that these criteria are likely to be used to evaluate the current proposal from the City of Auburn, and that they can be used to compare existing conditions in Auburn with those in already-designated Urban Centers.

The planned land uses within the proposed Auburn Urban Center are consistent with the standards set forth in Countywide Planning Policy LU-40. Consistent with this policy, the “Auburn Downtown Area” is designated on the City’s Comprehensive Land Use Map. The proposed Urban Center boundaries would incorporate the entire Downtown Planning Area. CPP LU-40 provides the following 20-year growth projections for planned uses within Centers:

a.
A minimum of 15,000 jobs within one-half mile of a transit center;

b.
At a minimum, an average of 50 employees per gross acre; and

c.
At a minimum, an average 15 households per gross acre.

a.
15,000 jobs within one-half mile of a transit center

There are currently about 6,000 jobs within one-half mile of the Transit Center. This radius extends beyond the boundaries of the urban center and includes jobs representing all employment sectors – from service/retail to medical, from food manufacture to government. Over the long term, the GMPC target of 15,000 jobs within one-half mile of the Transit Center should be met. It is anticipated that the majority of job growth will be in service, retail or professional capacities (rather than manufacturing or warehousing) due to increased density of office and retail uses. Most of the job growth is anticipated in the area proposed for Urban Center designation.

b.
Average of 50 employees per gross acre

There are currently an estimated 3,200 jobs in the proposed 233-acre urban center area, resulting in an employment density of about 13.73 employees per gross acre. In the future,  employment must increase by 8,400 additional jobs in order for the urban center to total approximately 11,600 jobs, or 50 employees per gross acre. The Auburn urban center provides the ability to accomplish this through the removal of building height limits in the primary urban center zone of C-2, Central Business District. This type of land use incentive will work in concert with other financial and development incentives such as a traffic impact fee exemption within the urban center and a reduction in transportation LOS standards that will help accommodate growth over time.

c.
Average of 15 households per gross acre

The urban center currently has about 900 housing units, representing about 6.4% of the City’s total. About 40% of these housing units are single family and 60% are multifamily (resident population within the 233-acre planning area is about 1,500 people). In the future, the urban center is to contain 2,600 additional housing units (for a total of 3,500 units) to achieve the overall density requirement of 15 households per gross acre. The greatest concentration of housing in the urban center will be in the area zoned C-2 Central Business District, planned as transit oriented development with very high residential and commercial intensity. There are about 70 net acres of C-2 zoned land in the urban center. The C-2 Central Business District has no density limitations or maximum building height. (For example, 24 new multifamily units are presently being developed as part of a mixed-use rehabilitation project on Auburn’s Main Street. This building previously was a commercial use only. The new residential units result in a density of about 140 units per acre.)

Countywide Planning Policies LU-42 and LU-43 require the identification of transit station areas and support of high-capacity transit within Urban Centers. SoundTransit, Metro, and the City have recently completed a major inter-modal transit center in the Downtown Planning Area. The transit center is located with a direct on-ramp to SR18, and within a mile of both SR167 and 164. A park & ride garage is provided for commuters, as is a transfer point for both Metro and SoundTransit buses.

The Auburn Downtown Plan goals and policies state a commitment to transit use within the area, providing access and right-of-way use to public transportation, placing transportation improvements (both motorized and non-motorized) on the City’s transportation improvement programs, and actively seeking funding to complete those projects.

Countywide Planning Policy LU-44 states that Cities should establish mechanisms to limit the use of single-occupancy vehicles for commuting purposes. Intensive land uses are planned for the proposed Urban Center area to encourage the use of transit. The City is revising parking requirements for Downtown uses, and requires pedestrian improvements as part of any development. The Countywide Planning Policy encourages cities to support pedestrian and bicycle travel, which are both encouraged through the neighborhood policies which encourage links between major employment sites, retail areas and the transit center. These same policies are included in the Auburn Downtown Plan. 

Countywide Planning Policy LU-45 lists strategies to be used by jurisdictions to promote urban growth within centers. The Auburn Downtown Plan is designed to create a transit-oriented-development district; between it and the over-arching Auburn Comprehensive Plan, all suggested measures (a-g) are included. As an example of a development incentive, the City has waived transportation impact fees in the downtown for a five year period.
Countywide Planning Policy LU-46 states that the system of Urban Centers shall form the land use foundation for a regional high-capacity transit system. Sound Transit’s high capacity commuter rail station/Metro Bus Transfer station are centrally located within the urban center. 
PUGET SOUND REGIONAL COUNCIL PROPOSED STANDARDS:

The Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) is in the process of reviewing new standards for the regional designation of Urban Centers. The preparation and adoption of the Auburn Downtown Plan, as well as the community’s commitment to its implementation, are consistent with the PSRC’s proposed requirements for designation. Auburn’s proposed urban center already has about 4,700 activity units, or 20 activity units per gross acre (the proposed PSRC minimum threshold is 13 activity units per acre, with an activity unit defined as either a job or a resident, not housing units). The proposed PSRC target level is 35 activity units per acre. This can be met in the urban center through a combination of new population/job growth that will increase the activity unit level within the urban center by an additional 3,500 units for a total of 8,200 activity units (35 activity units per acre). This target is below the urban center growth requirements established by the King County Countywide Planning Policies.
KING COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN:

Policy U-106: King County supports the development of Urban Centers to meet the region's needs for housing, jobs, services, culture and recreation. Strategies may include exploring opportunities for Joint Development or Transit Oriented Development, siting civic uses in mixed-use areas, creating public/private partnerships for infrastructure investments, and leveraging or utilizing existing County assets in Urban Centers. 

AUBURN COMPREHENSIVE PLAN:

The following policies from Auburn’s Comprehensive Plan support the designation of the area as an Urban Center:

GP-8A
Auburn designates downtown Auburn, as defined in the Auburn Downtown Plan, as an urban center in accordance with the King County Countywide Planning Policies.

LU-6A
Focus growth and development in the Auburn Downtown to support economic development, complement transit oriented development, direct growth pressures away from residential neighborhood, and implement regional growth management strategies.

LU-78A
For the purposes of nominating and designating Downtown Auburn as urban center the boundaries shall be those established as the planning area for the Auburn Downtown Plan adopted May 2001 (See Map 3.3A).

LU-78B
Implement the policies and strategies of the Auburn Downtown Plan to support development of Auburn’s urban center.

LU-78C
Encourage the attainment of urban center growth forecasts through implementation of higher intensity development to achieve the efficient use of land.

LU-91 
The City should build upon past efforts to improve pedestrian amenities, through public improvements, sign regulations and development standards. The maintenance of public and private improvements should be given priority commensurate with downtown's role as the focal point of the community.

LU-92
The City shall work with transit providers to increase the availability and effectiveness of transit in downtown and between downtown, other commercial and employment areas, residential areas, and the region at large. 

LU-93
As regional transportation programs such as commuter rail are implemented, the City will strive to ensure that, the downtown is a beneficiary.

The following policies from Auburn’s Downtown Plan support the designation of the area as an Urban Center:

Goal 3
To increase the number of people living and working downtown by increasing the density, height, ad volume of buildings.

Policy 3-1
Building Height and Density


To provide more options to support downtown development, there shall be no maximum building height requirement in the C-2 zone. Rather, the maximum building height shall be determined based on the applicant’s ability to satisfy performance and design standards that provide for an appropriate sense of street level enclosure and sunlight penetration.

Policy 3-3
Urban Center


The City shall seek an amendment to King County and Puget Sound Regional Council Plans and policies to have Auburn’s Downtown designated as an Urban Center.

Policy 6-1
Public Funding


The City will seek funding for Downtown transportation projects through grants and other mechanisms, excluding mitigation fees assessed on projects within the Downtown.

Policy 8-1
Pedestrian Access


Pedestrian access shall be a high priority in the development of street and streetscape design standards in Downtown.

Goal 9
To improve opportunities for bicycling in and through Downtown.

Policy 9-1
Trail to Transit Center


The City shall seek funding to construct a paved, separated trail connecting the Transit Center and A Street SE.

Policy 9-2
A Street NW Bike Facility


Planning, design, and construction of the A Street NW extension shall include bicycle facilities.

Policy 9-3
Seek opportunities for bike facilities


Other opportunities to improve bicycle facilities in Downtown should be sought, particularly in association with planned traffic improvements. A bicycle service center that provides safe long term parking and other facilities should be developed at the Transit Center.

Goal 10
To provide lane marking and a signage system oriented to bicyclists.

Goal 11
To provide well-developed pedestrian corridors that provide connections to the major destinations in Downtown.

Policy 11-1 
Pedestrian corridors that serve major destination points should be identified as high priority for repair or development.

Goal 12
To coordinate the planning, construction and financing of public parking garages.

Goal 13
To locate public parking where it will meet the greatest need.

Policy 16-2
Civic Center Master Plan


The City should prepare a Civic Center Master Plan that seeks to concentrate municipal functions in a Downtown campus.

Goal 18
To increase the number of residents living Downtown.

Goal 19
To improve the appearance of building facades in Downtown.

Policy 22-1
Design standards and design review reflecting concepts voiced in the Downtown Urban Design Vision shall be adopted.

Goal 25
To identify and evaluate historic resources within the Downtown area.

Goal 26
To retain and enhance significant historic resources within Downtown.

Goal 29
To develop design standards for Downtown Auburn.

Staff Recommendation:  Direct the staff to prepare a Motion designating Downtown Auburn as an Urban Center for consideration and possible action at the September GMPC meeting.
Auburn Urban Centers Staff Memo
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