Buildable Lands Program in King County: Summary of Methodology

The Buildable Lands statute (RCW 36.70A.215) requires six counties and their cities to establish a review and evaluation program. Program implementation in King County includes several interrelated elements of data collection and analysis (see figure below). The elements include 1) collection and analysis of data on development activity, 2) a land supply inventory, 3) a development capacity analysis, 4) an update of growth targets, and 5) an evaluation of capacity to meet future growth needs. 

Flowchart of Core Technical Elements of Buildable Lands Program


Framework documents provide the basis for technical coordination among the separate efforts of 40 jurisdictions in the county. State Buildable Lands Program Guidelines (CTED, 2000) give an overview of technical requirements of the statute. The Report of the Land Capacity Task Force (King County, 1996) established a common methodology that was subsequently expanded and revised for Buildable Lands with annual data collection worksheets, Reference Guides for each technical element, and a comprehensive report template used by all jurisdictions
.  The methodology allows enough flexibility to account for local variation in data resources, land use regulations, land base, and market conditions, while ensuring Buildable Lands results that are reliable and comparable across the entire county. The sections below describe, in brief, the data, assumptions, and framework of the methodology.

Development Activity: Achieved Densities (1996-2000)

Jurisdictions collected and analyzed data on development activity for a 5-year review period (1996-2000). These data describe, in detail, recent growth trends, particularly the amount, type, and location of new development, and, most importantly, the densities of residential, commercial, and industrial projects. Research on development densities is central to the Buildable Lands analysis, as it provides the basis for assumptions about future development yield on vacant and redevelopable land.

This research encompassed many hundreds of building permits and subdivision plats, and relied on both automated permit tracking systems, which are available in many jurisdictions, as well as paper records, such as plat maps and site plans. Projects were classified by zoning or land use plan designation. Densities of residential projects were measured in dwelling units (DUs) per acre. The intensity of non-residential development was measured in terms of a floor-area-ratio (FAR), calculated as the sq. ft. of building divided by the sq. ft. of the site. In all cases, densities were calculated against the net land area—excluding critical areas, ROW dedications, and on-site public uses (primarily drainage facilities). More complex development types, such as mixed-use and phased projects, posed special challenges to measuring achieved densities. 

Land Supply Inventory (2001)
Buildable Lands also requires that local governments produce an updated inventory of the supply of “land suitable for development.” The land supply inventories in King County represent a snapshot of January 2001, the end of the 5-year review period. Inventories were based on parcel data, in most cases utilizing Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to map and analyze the data. The following factors were considered in preparing each inventory:

· Exclusion of land deemed not available for development due to current ownership or use (e.g., public facilities, utility ROWs, golf courses, cemeteries, schools, and many churches).

· Vacant land. Identified primarily based on Assessor land use classifications and minimal or zero improvement values.

· Redevelopable land zoned for single-family uses. Identified primarily based on comparisons of current and potential densities or lot sizes. For example, a single house on a 1-acre parcel where the zoning allows 4 DUs/acre.

· Redevelopable land zoned for multifamily uses. Identified primarily based on comparisons of current and potential densities. For example, a house on a parcel zoned for lowrise apartment development.

· Redevelopable land zoned for commercial, industrial, and mixed uses. Identified primarily based on the ratio of improvement to land value. Most common definition used was a ratio of < 0.5. Alternatively, several cities compared existing development densities with zoning allowances.

· Deduction of land encumbered by critical areas (environmentally sensitive areas)—e.g., wetlands, steep slopes and slide prone areas, flood zones, and stream corridors and shorelines. Where accurate GIS data were available, overlay analysis with parcel data was used to calculate the area to be deducted. In other cases, GIS and paper maps were reviewed in detail by local staff, and used for guidance in determining percentage discounts for critical areas for vacant and redevelopable land in each zone. 

· Deductions of percentages of land needed for future ROWs and public uses. Consistent with LCTF recommendations, deductions ranged from approximately 10% for ROWs and approximately 5% for public uses. Exceptions reflect local variability in land base and development patterns. 

· Deduction of a percentage of the remaining land assumed not to be available for development during the planning period. This adjustment is referred to as a “market factor.” Consistent with LCTF recommendations, market factors ranged from 5% to 20%. Exceptions reflect local land ownership and market conditions.

The output of the land supply analysis is expressed in acres of vacant and redevelopable land—unconstrained by critical areas, not needed for future ROWs or public uses, and potentially available for development—for each zoning or land use plan designation within each jurisdiction in the county.

Development Capacity (2001)
The development capacity analysis for Buildable Lands combined the findings of the achieved density research, the land supply inventory, and several additional assumptions in order to estimate the potential additional dwelling units and jobs that can be accommodated in each jurisdiction. Calculations were as follows:

Residential Capacity = Acres of Land x Assumed Future DUs per Acre

Job Capacity = Sq. Ft. of Land x Assumed Future FAR ( Assumed Floor Area per Employee

Densities achieved during the 5-year review period were the main factor in determining assumed future DUs per acre and FARs for each land designation. However, the development data did not always yield a valid measure of density to project into the future, and many designations in the land supply saw little or no recent development. Additional factors considered included the density of development in the pipeline, densities achieved in comparable jurisdictions, projected market demand for new development types, recent changes in zoning and development regulations, as well as current planned uses and densities.

Several additional factors also contributed to the capacity estimates, including the following:

· Existing development—DUs and non-residential floor area—on redevelopable parcels was subtracted from gross capacity, leaving a residual of net new DUs and floor area that can be accommodated.

· For land zoned for commercial, industrial, and office uses, floor area capacity was converted to job capacity based on assumed floor-area-per-employee multipliers. The specific factors used were based on anticipated use mix, local markets, and national, regional, and local measures of employment density within structures.

· Zones or land use designations that allow both residential and non-residential uses (not necessarily in the same development) were treated as “mixed-use” land. Net developable acres in mixed-use zones were allocated to residential and commercial capacity models respectively, based on an assumed split between future residential and commercial development. The mixed-use splits reflect planned development patterns as well as the professional judgment of local planners.

· A number of projects in the development pipeline were set aside from the land supply and capacity analyses. Such projects included large master planned developments, such as Issaquah Highlands and Snoqualmie Ridge. Remaining build-out of projects in the pipeline as of January 2001 was added to the total development capacity.

· Several cities considered future capacity for accessory dwelling units (ADUs), in most cases by extending recent historical rates of ADU permitting over the remainder of the planning period.

Calculation of Remaining Portions of CPP Household and Job Targets for 2001-2012

Buildable Lands requires an evaluation of development capacity estimates against future growth needs. Growth targets for 1992-2012 in the current Countywide Planning Policies (CPPs) represent the assumed growth needs of each jurisdiction in King County. In order to bring the targets up to date, net growth in DUs and jobs for 1993-2000 are to be determined from best available data, and then subtracted from the 20-year targets to arrive at a residual target for the remainder of the planning period (2001-2012). In addition, updated targets reflect adjustments made to account for annexations and incorporations that occurred after the original CPP targets were adopted.

Household targets were updated from several sources of permit data, including annual data reporting for Buildable Lands, King County permits database, and the Puget Sound Regional Council residential permits database. Permits for demolition of DUs were included, as well, in order to calculate the net increase in housing for each jurisdiction.

Job targets were updated from Puget Sound Regional Council estimates of covered employment by city and Census tract for the years 1992 and 2000 (based on data from the State Employment Security Department). The difference between the number of jobs in each of these years represents the net change in employment since the target base year. Net new job estimates reported for Buildable Lands at this date are provisional. Further research should yield reliable estimates of job growth for each jurisdiction for inclusion in the final report.

Evaluation of Capacity vs. Targets

Finally, the results of the elements outlined above were compared to answer the main evaluation question posed by Buildable Lands: Are development capacities adequate to accommodate remaining 2012 growth targets for households and jobs? This question was answered for both the countywide Urban Growth Area and for each jurisdiction individually. Those cases where capacity estimates fall below the level of remaining growth targets must be addressed in the next phase of Buildable Lands—remedial measures, adopted either countywide or locally, to close the gap between development capacity and anticipated growth needs. Buildable Lands further requires annual monitoring of the effectiveness of any measures adopted, with adaptive changes made to them as necessary. 
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� Materials are available from Chandler Felt at the King County Office of Regional Policy and Planning at (206) 205-0712 or from Michael Hubner, Buildable Lands Coordinator, Suburban Cities Association at (253) 856-5443.
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