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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The City of Seattle requests that the Growth Management Planning Council (GMPC) designate South Lake Union as an Urban Center under Countywide Planning Policy (CPP) LU-39. South Lake Union represents an appropriate addition to the Urban Centers in King County for the following reasons:
1. South Lake Union is one of the fastest growing areas in King County, and has the capacity to add a significant amount of additional development. The proposed Urban Center comprises a broad mix of uses, including high-tech research and development, office, light industrial, multifamily residential, retail, and human services. These current uses, redevelopment opportunities, and good transportation access to other regional centers all serve to make South Lake Union prime for accommodating a significant share of the region’s anticipated growth.

2. South Lake Union has a key location within the regional transportation system. The proposed Urban Center is located between I-5 and SR99. It is adjacent to three urban centers, and is well connected to the University Community and the eastside. (See attached location map.) Further, a planned streetcar will provide much better transit service to South Lake Union.

3. The City of Seattle is supporting the designation of South Lake Union as an Urban Center through a coordinated set of plans, policies, and planned public investments. Seattle's Comprehensive Plan defines the Urban Center and establishes the policy framework for achieving a vision for a successful mixed-use community that can act as a model for sustainable development. The City of Seattle is currently working to update the neighborhood plan for South Lake Union to meet the criteria of the Countywide Planning Policies for an Urban Center plan.  Among the work currently underway or recently completed in South Lake Union are transportation and parks plans and capital improvement programs, historic building inventories, plans for a streetcar line, and plans for drainage and electrical improvements.  Seattle's zoning for South Lake Union will provide for a pedestrian-oriented mixed-use community.
The following sections provide background on existing conditions as well as further detail on how the South Lake Union Urban Center proposal meets or exceeds the requirements established in the CPPs. 
BACKGROUND

South Lake Union was traditionally a light-manufacturing/heavy commercial district, with a strong residential core in the Cascade neighborhood in the southeast section of the neighborhood.  Since the early 1990s a number of independent yet pivotal events have occurred that have helped to foster South Lake Unions’ development and have led to the area's prominence and made it more appropriate as an urban center. 

1993: The Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center opened its first facility in the neighborhood. ‘The Hutch’ is steadily expanding its campus, growing to 3,700 jobs and becoming a magnet for other leading biotech companies such as ZymoGenetics, which restored City Light’s historic steam plan at the southern edge of the lake. 

1995, 1996: The Seattle Commons votes, though both were rejected, brought a new landowner to the neighborhood. Paul Allen’s Vulcan purchased $20 million of property designated to be parkland in the event of a successful vote. 

1998: The South Lake Union Neighborhood Plan developed a blueprint for future growth, calling for a continuation of mixed uses including expansion of industrial, commercial and residential growth. Also included were proposals to reconnect the neighborhood through transportation and pedestrian improvements. 

2000: The City acquired the Naval Armory and its adjacent open space, to bring to a total of 12 park acres on the shores of Lake Union. Passage of the City-wide Pro Parks Levy brought a $5 million investment to develop South Lake Union Park and other funds to improve Cascade Park. 

2002: Vulcan Inc. leased properties to other biotech firms such as Merck & Co, Seattle Biomedical Research Institute, Children’s Orthopedic Hospital and the University of Washington, further cementing the neighborhood’s prominence as a hub for biotechnology and medical research. 

2002: The City set aside a $2.250 million reserve from the sale proceeds of sites within the neighborhood to help develop low-income housing in the area. 

2003: The University of Washington Medical Center announces plans to move into the Blue Flame Building as a part of a vision for a future campus. 

These factors have combined to position South Lake Union as a regional center of growth and development.  Plans for parks, transportation (including a new streetcar), utilities, housing, historic preservation and a review and update of the 1998 neighborhood plan, are all being developed to support the growth of South Lake Union as an urban center.
CONSISTENCY WITH COUNTYWIDE PLANNING POLICIES

Designation criteria and other policies governing Urban Centers are contained in several King County Countywide Planning Policies. These policies are summarized in turn, below, followed by descriptions of how the proposed South Lake Union Urban Center meets or exceeds specified requirements, and how the City of Seattle is working to create an urban center in the South Lake Union neighborhood.
LU-39  The location and number of Urban Centers in King County were determined through  the joint local and Countywide adoption process, based on the following steps: 
* * *

a. Jurisdictions electing to contain an Urban Center provided the Growth Management Planning Council with a statement of commitment describing the city's intent and commitment to meet the Centers. criteria defined in these Policies and a timetable for the required Centers Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement or identification of existing environmental documentation to be used; and 

b. The Growth Management Planning Council reviewed the Centers nominated by local jurisdictions consistent with policy FW-1, and the following criteria: 

1. The Center's location in the region and its potential for promoting a Countywide system of Urban Centers; 

2. The total number of Centers in the County that can be realized over the next 20 years, based on 20 years projected growth; 

3. The type and level of commitments that each jurisdiction has identified for achieving Center goals; and 

4. Review of other jurisdictional plans to ensure that growth focused to Centers is assured. 

* * *

On December 13, 2004, as part of its 2004 10-year update to its Comprehensive Plan, the Seattle City Council added South Lake Union to its list of urban centers.  The City of Seattle is currently undertaking a review and update to the South Lake Union neighborhood plan to ensure that it meets the criteria defined in the Countywide Planning Policies for an Urban Center and an urban center plan.  Seattle intends to complete the plan update and environmental review in 2006.

LU-40  For the purposes of achieving a long-range development pattern that will provide a successful mix of uses and densities that will efficiently support high-capacity transit, each Center shall have planned land uses to accommodate: 

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.   
On Dec 13, 2004, the Seattle City Council unanimously adopted amendments to its Comprehensive Plan that included amendments to its Future Land Use Map designating South Lake Union as an Urban Center and mapping its boundary. South Lake Union's boundaries encompass 340 gross acres of land between South Lake Union and Denny Way and between I-5 and Aurora Ave. N. Consistent with this designation, South Lake Union was added to lists of Urban Centers in the Comprehensive Plan's Urban Village Element. 
Seattle is planning for the continued strong growth of South Lake Union, and the neighborhood can accommodate the required development.  Within South Lake Union today there are over 19,000 jobs or over 57 jobs per gross acre.  Between 1995 and 2002, South Lake Union added 4,700 jobs, and significant development of high tech and office space is underway.  The City is planning for an additional 16,000 jobs over the next twenty years.  While the neighborhood currently only has 1,300 households or 3.5 housing units per gross acre, it has the capacity to add significantly more, and the City is planning for 8,000 additional housing units to be built in South Lake Union over the next 20 years.  This additional housing would result in 27 housing units per gross acre within the Center.
Seattle has long shown an interest and commitment to supporting the revitalization and development of South Lake Union Urban Center. This commitment is evidenced by capital improvements and other investments in South Lake Union’s future. Seattle's work to support the growth of South Lake Union includes: 

· Proposed realignment and improvements to Mercer and Valley Streets to fix the "Mercer Mess"; 
· Proposed new streetcar to serve South Lake Union and connect it to planned light rail and monorail stations at Westlake Center.
· The new South Lake Union Park, acquired in 2000, and significant improvements to Cascade Park;
· Utility improvements to support the growth of the neighborhood;
· Rezoning to support housing development;

· Identification of historic properties;
· Streetscape designs to support pedestrian safety and interest;

· Neighborhood-specific design guidelines to ensure superior design; 
· Parking studies to support efficient use of on-street parking; 
· Updates to the South Lake Union neighborhood plan to recognize the growth and improvements planned for the neighborhood.
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LU-41 In order to be designated as Urban Centers, jurisdictions shall demonstrate both that an adequate supply of drinking water is available to serve projected growth within the Urban Center and that the jurisdiction is capable of concurrent service to new 
development. 

As indicated in the appendix to Seattle's Comprehensive Plan, Seattle Public Utilities has capacity to serve the projected growth in South Lake Union with drinking water.
LU-42  Jurisdictions which contain Urban Centers, in conjunction with METRO, shall identify transit station areas and rights-of-way in their comprehensive plan.  Station areas shall be sited so that all portions of the Urban Center are within walking distance (one-half mile) of a station. 

LU-43  In order to reserve rights-of-way and potential station areas for high-capacity transit or transit hubs in the Urban Centers, jurisdictions shall: 

a. Upon adoption of specific high-capacity transit alignments by METRO, adopt policies to avoid development which would restrict establishment of the high-capacity transit system; 

b. Preserve rights-of-way controlled by the jurisdiction which are identified for potential transit use; and 

c. Provide METRO an option to acquire property owned by the jurisdiction. 

The City of Seattle is working with Metro to identify transit improvements to serve many parts of the City and to better connect Seattle's network of urban centers and urban villages.  Better transit connections to and through South Lake Union are part of that work.  The South Lake Union Transportation plan calls for new bus routes connecting to the 1st Hill/Capitol Hill and Uptown (Seattle Center) Urban Centers; transit signal priority for buses through the neighborhood; and improved bus stops at key locations in the neighborhood.  Seattle is also working with transit providers, including Metro, 

to develop a streetcar system to connect South Lake Union to the high-capacity transit hub at Westlake Center.
LU-44  To encourage transit use, jurisdictions should establish mechanisms to limit the use of single-occupancy vehicles for commuting purposes.  Such mechanisms could include charging for long-term single-occupancy vehicle parking and/or limiting the number of off-street parking spaces for each Urban Center; establishing minimum and maximum parking requirements that limit the use of the single-occupant vehicle; and developing coordinated plans that incorporate Commuter Trip Reduction guidelines.  All plans for Urban Centers shall encourage bicycle travel and pedestrian movement. 

Seattle's efforts to decrease SOV commuting to the South Lake Union Urban Center include:

· Setting aggressive mode-split goals for the neighborhood and planning to meet those goals.

· Planning for intensive mixed land uses, including significant housing growth to support the jobs that are planned for the neighborhood.
· Removing minimum off-street parking requirements to allow for the development of parking that matches demand.
· Planning for a new streetcar.
· Working with King County Metro on TDM strategies for the Urban Center.
· Studying on-street parking in the Urban Center and developing comprehensive parking strategies to manage on-street parking.
· Planning for better pedestrian and bicycle connections to surrounding neighborhoods, including exploring better connections across Aurora Ave. as part of the SR99/Viaduct study.
· 
· 
· 
LU-45 Jurisdictions’ comprehensive plans for Urban Centers shall demonstrate compliance with the Urban Centers criteria.  In order to promote urban growth within Centers, the Urban Center plan shall establish strategies which:  

a. Support pedestrian mobility, bicycle use and transit use; 

b. Achieve a target housing density and mix of use; 

c. Provide a wide range of capital improvement projects, such as street improvements, schools, parks and open space, public art and community facilities; 

d. Emphasize superior urban design; 

e. Emphasize historic preservation and adaptive reuse of historic places; 

f. Include other local characteristics necessary to achieve a vital Urban Center; and 

g. Include facilities to meet human service needs. 

The City of Seattle is currently working to update the South Lake Union neighborhood plan to meet these criteria. Currently, work is underway on all of these topics: 
a. Seattle has drafted a South Lake Union transportation plan that provides strategies that support pedestrian mobility, bicycle use and transit use;

b. A new Housing strategy has been developed for South Lake Union to promote housing preservation and low-income housing development as the neighborhood develops.

c. A wide range of capital improvements are proposed for the neighborhood, including significant improvements to the street network, development of a streetcar, development of new parks in the neighborhood, and enhancement of existing parks.

d. South Lake Union design guidelines were adopted in 2003.

e. Historic surveys of the neighborhood are currently underway, and will be used to emphasize the importance of historic preservation, and to explore opportunities for adaptive reuse.

f. Among the other characteristics of the neighborhood, are p-patches, community centers, and the South Lake Union armory, a City-owned facility in South Lake Union Park that provides community meeting space, private schools, and arts organizations.  
g. As part of the update to the South Lake Union neighborhood plan, an inventory of human service agencies, and a human services gaps analysis will be performed.



LU-46  The system of Urban Centers shall form the land use foundation for a regional high-capacity transit system.  Urban Centers should receive very high priority for the  location of high-capacity transit stations and/or transit centers. (See also LU-59) 

South Lake Union will be connected to the regional high-capacity transit system, both by connections to the Seattle Monorail, two stops of which are within a quarter mile of the neighborhood, and by the proposed South Lake Union streetcar.  The feasibility of improvements to transit routes that provide better connections to surrounding urban centers, especially 1st Hill/Capitol Hill and Uptown are being explored with King County Metro.


LU-48  Each jurisdiction electing to contain an Urban Center shall prepare a Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) for each proposed Center.  The PEIS shall be prepared in a comprehensive manner and shall address probable significant adverse environmental impacts from and reasonable alternatives to the proposal.  These may include, but are not necessarily limited to subjects of areawide concern such as  cumulative impacts, housing, schools, public utilities, and transportation.  Subsequent  project-specific proposals shall not be required to perform duplicative environmental  review of issues which have been adequately reviewed in the PEIS, but shall provide additional environmental review of other issues.  These may include, but are not necessarily limited to the direct impacts of the specific proposal, substantial changes in the nature of the proposal or information regarding impacts which indicate probable significant adverse environmental impacts which were not adequately analyzed in the PEIS.  Examples of project-specific direct impacts include local traffic impacts, site aesthetics, and other issues not addressed by the PEIS. 

A programmatic EIS was prepared for the proposed Seattle Commons park and neighborhood redevelopment in South Lake Union in 1995.  The EIS reviewed the potential impacts of seven different growth scenarios for the South Lake Union neighborhood. The update of the 
South Lake Union neighborhood plan, now underway, will require environmental review before adoption.  Whether a new PEIS would be required will be determined by the scope of the changes being considered in the plan update.
LU-49  In support of Centers, additional local action should include: 

a.  Strategies for land assembly within the Center, if applicable; 

b.  Infrastructure and service financing strategies and economic development strategies for the Centers; 

c.  Establishing expected permit processing flow commitments consistent with the PEIS; and 

d.  Establishing a streamlined and simplified administrative appeal process with fixed and certain timelines. 

The City of Seattle has acquired land for new parks and transportation facilities, and has sold publicly-owned land for private development in South Lake Union.  Private developers appear to be able to assemble land for development in the neighborhood without requiring the City's intervention.
The City of Seattle is actively working to identify financing to implement 


infrastructure improvements projects as part of the development of transportation, utilities and parks projects.  The City's Economic Development strategy is focused on marketing South Lake Union as a national hub for biotechnology development.  The Mayor's Strategy to attract biotech to the neighborhood is to:
· Develop neighborhood amenities to attract new biotech firms 

· Update building and land use codes to accommodate unique requirements of biotech buildings, and
· Collaborate with the industry to support its growth.
Seattle has adopted goals for permit processing into its Land Use Code.  These goals are readily available on the City web site.

Regarding appeals processes, Seattle has adopted an administrative design review with fixed deadlines for hearing appeals. This process allows for appeal to the Hearing Examiner only. Most land use applications are appealed to the hearing examiner.  The hearing examiner has fixed and certain timelines.
LU-50  Jurisdictions should consider additional incentives for development within Urban 

Centers such as: 

a.  Setting goals for maximum permit review time and give priority to permits in Urban Centers; 

b.  Policies to reduce or eliminate impact fees; 

c.  Simplifying and streamlining of the administrative appeal processes;  
d.  Eliminating project-specific requirements for parking and open space by providing those facilities for the Urban Center as a whole; and 

e.  Establishing a bonus zoning program for the provision of urban amenities. 

In addition to the many actions described elsewhere in this report the following incentives are available for development in South Lake Union: 

· The City of Seattle has designated South Lake Union as one of the areas where affordable housing is eligible for the City's Multifamily Tax Exemption program.  
· Seattle levies no impact fees.  
· The Mayor has proposed eliminating minimum parking requirements in all of Seattle's Urban Centers, including South Lake Union.

CONSISTENCY WITH PUGET SOUND REGIONAL COUNCIL CRITERIA

In 2003, the Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) adopted new standards for the designation of Regional Growth Centers. The proposed South Lake Union Urban Center meets these requirements, as follows:

Compatibility with Vision 2020. 

Designation of South Lake Union as an Urban Center is consistent with the PSRC’s criteria for a Regional Growth Center designation.  Development of South Lake Union as an Urban Center will support the goals of Vision 2020 to focus growth in Urban Growth Areas, to provide for contiguous and orderly development, to provide capital facilities as development occurs, to allow for a range of housing types, to direct growth away from rural areas, to provide for open space as the region grows, to encourage economic vitality and family wage jobs, and to support transportation accessibility and a variety of mobility options. 
Required activity levels—Population + Employment Thresholds. 

PSRC established a minimum current activity level of 13 “activity units” (population + employment per gross acre) and a target level of 45 activity units per acre. Existing conditions indicate that there are currently 60 activity units in the South Lake Union Urban Center and 127 activity units planned for the year 2024.

Commitment to human scale urban form.

South Lake Union is planned to be a mixed-use community providing bio-tech, office and housing development.  The Seattle Mixed zone, which is found throughout much of the neighborhood allows for a very broad mix of uses, at a range of heights intended to support a vital mixed-use neighborhood.  Design guidelines specific to the South Lake Union neighborhood help to shape that zoning.
The South Lake Union neighborhood is a compact area, approximately square, containing 340 gross acres. 



South Lake Union provides for good connectivity, with a traditional street grid and alleys. City plans support improvements to enhance pedestrian, bike and transit connectivity within the neighborhood, including addressing challenges like the "Mercer Mess" and to support greatly improved connections to surrounding neighborhoods.  Almost no superblocks exist in the neighborhood.
Staff Recommendation: Direct the staff to prepare a Motion designating South Lake Union as an Urban Center for consideration and possible action at the September GMPC meeting.

Attachments:

1) Location map

2) Urban Center map
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