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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
A COMMENT ON THE HOUSING CYCLE 
 
Housing values have been volatile in the last 20 years, surging for skyrocketing prices, to a foreclosure 
crisis, and back up to prerecession levels in 2018.  In 2014, at the time this guidebook was written, it 
used funding from the Neighborhood Stabilization Program (NSP) to help communities recover from 
blight, foreclosure, and community disinvestment. 
 
In 2018, the housing market has recovered from the recession, and prices have generally soared past 
2008 peak prices.  Our state’s current concerns are housing affordability and homelessness.  This 
guidebook addresses affordability using the tools provided by the GMA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

USING THIS DOCUMENT:  

This PDF document is set up to be viewed easily on the web. • Type is larger than average print 
document size. • Text highlighted in BLUE  is a hyperlink to outside source.   

Commerce’s Neighborhood Stabilization Program (NSP), funded 
the development of this guidebook from a grant from the federal 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. (HUD)   
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CHAPTER 1: HOUSING INVENTORY AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

 
The next three chapters represent the framework for drafting the housing element of 
comprehensive plans.  This chapter, Chapter 1:  Housing 
Inventory and Needs Assessment, outlines how to gather 
the information necessary to start drafting the housing 
element.  The next chapter, Chapter 2:  Tools and 
Strategies to Address Housing Problems, will explain what 
to do with this information.  Chapter 3: Goals, Policies and 
Monitoring will lay out some policy frameworks relative to 
future housing needs and plans. 
 
Drafting a housing element starts with an analysis of 
existing housing.  This analysis includes both gathering 
data and testing it to determine housing needs.  The 
analysis attempts to answer these three questions:  What 
is the current mix of housing within our community?  What 
needs will future housing need to address?  How can local 
government help assure the right mix of housing gets built 
to meet future needs? 
 
The next three chapters of this guidebook provide ways to 
answer these three questions.  Let’s get started by looking at how to gather housing data and 
information. 

 

Why Update the Housing Element? 
Housing by far represents a city’s biggest asset.  It establishes the character of city 
neighborhoods.  It defines quality of life.  It plays an important role in both the state and local 
economies.  It also does not develop through mere happenchance.  
 
Washington’s Growth Management Act (GMA) requires local comprehensive plan to include a 
“Housing Element” – and for good reasons.   Housing costs are generally the single largest 
household expenditure for Washington residents.  The housing and foreclosure crisis 
demonstrated the importance of affordable housing choices.  By creating a housing market with 
a variety of housing choices, it provides residents the margin necessary to weather changes in 
the economy. 
 

TIME SAVING TIP ! 
 

This chapter includes a number of 
tips that may reduce the time 
required to draft a housing 
element.  It also includes dozens of 
links to resources available online.  
Links are highlighted like this 
sentence. The bibliography at the 
end of this chapter summarizes 
these links by heading.   This 
chapter presents guidance 
regarding gathering the data 
necessary to prepare a housing 
element.  Chapter 2 discusses in 
more detail how to use that data.   
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Housing represents a major source of revenue for state and local governments along with 
school districts. In 2017, local governments collected $11.8 billion in property tax revenues.1   
 
A well-drafted housing element that earns the support of residents and developers is one of the 
most effective tools toward effecting change and preserving the existing character and vitality 
of a community.  The Central Puget Sound Growth Management Hearings Board noted its role 
when they wrote: 
 

Growth is more than simply a quantitative increase in the numbers of people 
living in a community and the addition of “more of the same” to the built 
environment. Rather, it encompasses the related and important dynamic of 
change. Because the characteristics of our population have changed with regard 
to age, ethnicity, culture, economic, physical and mental circumstances, 
household size and makeup, the GMA requires that housing policies and 
residential land use regulations must follow suit. This transformation in our 
society must be reflected in the plans and implementing measures adopted to 
manage growth and change.2 [Children’s I, 95-3-0011, FDO, at 9.] 

 
 

Getting Started 
Consistent, coordinated planning lays at the heart of the Growth Management Act.  Towards 
this end, the housing element starts based on these premises. 
 

GMA Requirements 
The housing goal described in the Growth Management Act asserts three separate but equal 
subparts:  1) encouraging the availability of affordable housing to all segments of the 
population of this state, 2) promoting a variety of residential densities and housing types, and 
3) encouraging the preservation of existing neighborhoods. 
 
The GMA does not require any specific format for housing elements in RCW 36.70A.070.  It 
merely requires they contain, at a minimum, the following features: 
 

 An inventory and analysis of existing and projected housing needs that identifies the 
number of housing units necessary to manage projected growth. 

 
 A statement of goals, policies, objectives, and mandatory provisions for the 

preservation, improvement, and development of housing, including single-family 
residences;  

                                                        
1  RCW 36.70A.020,  LIHI II, 1223, FDO, at 8 
https://dor.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Docs/reports/2018/Property_Tax_Statistics_2018/2017CollectionsSu
m.pdf accessed 07-16-18. 
2 Central Puget Sound Growth Management Hearings Board, Digest of Decisions: 1992-2009, page 220 
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 Identification of sufficient land for housing, including, but not limited to, government-

assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured housing, multifamily 
housing, and group homes and foster care facilities;  

 
 Adequate provisions for existing and projected housing needs of all economic segments 

of the community.  

 

Countywide Planning Policies3 
Drafting a housing element requires collaboration between cities, counties and the state.  It 
begins at the state level.  Every ten years the WASHIN GTON STA TE OFF ICE  OF F IN ANC IA L 

MAN AGE MEN T  (OFM) develops a 20-year population projection for each county, considering 
three demographic components:  births, age specific deaths and net migration.  OFM prepares 
low, medium and high population targets, and counties must select a target that falls within the 
range. County officials take OFM’s population projections and select a 20-year GMA population 
target for each jurisdiction within their county.  Local governments must assure that their 
planning policies and development regulations are consistent with their assigned population 
target. 
 
GMA recognizes counties as regional governments.  It requires counties to develop countywide 
planning policies.  These policies serve as a framework for counties and cities to use when they 
draft their comprehensive plans.  These policies must consider the need for affordable housing, 
such as housing for all economic segments of the population and parameters for its 
distribution.4 Some countywide planning policies include targets for affordable housing. Many 
counties and cities agree to more binding arrangements through inter-local agreements 
regarding city-county joint planning policies and development regulations. 
 
 

Local and Regional Plans 
A number of other countywide and regional plans may shape the housing element.  These plans 
may have different planning horizons.  Nonetheless, consistency between them and the 
housing element remains important.   Their population estimates, projected housing units and 
demographic data should all say the same thing.  The following are some other plans to 
consider when drafting the housing element. 

Homelessness Housing Plans:  Each county must develop a Ten-Year Ending Homeless 
Plan.5   This plan includes provisions for homeless individuals and families, emergency 
shelters, transitional housing, and permanent supportive housing.  These plans provide 

                                                        
3 See RCW 36.70A.210 and WAC 365-196-305 for GMA requirements and additional guidance. 
4 RCW 36.70A.210(3) 
5 See Commerce web page at www.commerce.wa.gov/serving-communities/homelessness/  
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detailed information about housing needs for the very lowest economic segments of the 
population.  They include an inventory of facilities to meet those needs.    

Area Plans on Aging:  The Older Americans Act (P.L. 106-510) requires a four-year 
“Area Plan” that addresses the needs of older adults, adults with disabilities and their 
caregivers.  Thirteen agencies cover the state of Washington.  These agencies focus on 
the needs of seniors, and should be able to help identify future housing needs for these 
groups.6 

Consolidated Plans:  Each area that receives funds directly from the US Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) must develop a Consolidated Plan.  These plans 
assess affordable housing and community development needs.  Updates to the plan 
occur every three to five years.  Washington has twenty-three cities and six counties 
that prepare Consolidated Plans.  The Department of Commerce develops a plan for the 
balance of the state. Copies of Consolidated Plans are available on the HUD website or 
directly from entitlement jurisdictions. 

 

Public Participation 
Public participation is the bedrock of any planning process.  The GMA requires early and 
continuous public participation.  It requires each city or county prepare a “public participation 
program”.  (RCW 36.70A.140) This program establishes the procedures on how to keep the 
public engaged in the planning process.  
 
The Public Participation Plan for a housing element should follow the same procedures used 
with the other comprehensive plan elements.  A well-drafted, public participation program 
becomes very important when drafting a housing element because housing represents such a 
large group of stakeholders. 
 
Public involvement may take different formats.  It might 
include focus groups on specific housing issues.  Several 
communities host “housing summits” or an “open house” 
with the planning commission or a special advisory group 
on housing policy.   
 
The Public Participation Plan must ensure many 
opportunities for public input.   A number of cities and 
counties create web sites to distribute information and 
gather public input.  These websites provide information.  

                                                        
6 County-specific information, including copies of areawide plans, is available through the WA S H I N G T O N  

AS S O C I A T I O N  O F  AR E A  A G E N C I E S  O N  AG I N G .   
 

TIME SAVING TIP ! 

Most local and regional plans require 
public participation.  For instance, the 
“Consolidated Plan” requires public 
notices and public hearings.  To the 
greatest extent possible, consolidate all 
these plans into one plan.  This may 
reduce time and expense for publishing 
notices and preparing for public 
meetings.  
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They include timelines and announcements.  Perhaps most importantly -- they provide an easy 
way to express opinions and share ideas.   
 

o More Information:  

 Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington includes a library dedicated 
to “COMMUNICAT ION A ND C I T I ZEN PA RT IC IPA TI ON TECH NIQUES”.  

 

Presenting the Data 
Washington cities and counties present their housing elements using all types of formats.  This 
guidebook does not offer or suggest a standard format. Local jurisdictions have broad 
discretion regarding the content of their comprehensive plans, including their housing element.  
Nonetheless, they still have a few boundaries.  GMA requires internal consistency between 
elements of the comprehensive and other functional plans.  Their plans and policies need to 
keep in perspective countywide planning policies.  Practical and legal implications require that 
their plans be clear and easy to understand. 
 
The Housing Element sets the stage for good decisions.  Presenting key information in a way 
that makes it easy to grasp plays a critical role – before, during and after the planning process.  
It avoids creating contentious public meetings.  It reduces the amount of time required for 
plans to travel through the public review and approval process.  A well-written and constructed 
Housing Element serves to validate jurisdiction’s decisions on matters that mean a great deal to 
most residents – their homes and the value of their properties. 
 
The Housing Element needs to balance detail with brevity.  Policy makers have little time to 
read lengthy reports.  Too much information can muddle the consideration of key issues and 
policy decisions.  The Housing Element does not need to address every potential question or 
interesting fact.  It merely needs to provide enough information to for the public to understand 
the key issues and facts.  It needs to help decision-makers make informed decisions 
WAC  365-196-410:   HOUS IN G ELE MENT  

 

Character and Vitality 
Homebuyers seldom purchase a house with the notion that they will be the last occupant.  
Renters rarely move into areas where the conditions around them will cause them to relocate a 
few months later.  In both cases, buyers and tenants see the area around their home or 
apartment as potentially appreciating and/or improving the quality of life that an area offers.   
 
Housing policy focuses on more than just housing production or even affordability.  It focuses 
on building dynamic and thriving neighborhoods that attract residents and businesses.  The 
Growth Management Act requires a housing element that ensures the vitality and character of 
established residential neighborhoods.  Character refers to an area’s unique features or 
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qualities.  Vitality refers to the long-term contribution that housing provides to an area’s overall 
welfare and prosperity.  It pertains to the ability to find affordable housing.  It also pertains to 
the ability to recover the investment that comes from the purchase of a home; or the ability to 
enjoy the values that an area offers and that tenants purchase through their rent. 
 
The housing element balances the needs for growth versus preservation of existing 
neighborhoods.  It presents how a city or county proposes to reconcile these sometimes 
contrary requirements.  The housing element cannot focus on one requirement (e.g., 
preserving existing housing) to the exclusion of the other requirements (e.g., affordable 
housing).  It needs to balance and perhaps reconcile these requirements.7 
 
Creating these kinds of vital neighborhoods requires cooperation across the public, private, and 
nonprofit sectors.  It requires coordination across policy silos — housing, transportation, 
education and employment. It requires partnerships by local governments and others in the 
region.  All of these agencies share a mutual vision of what their community can or ought to 
offer. The housing element flows from a community vision.  It should contain within the first 
few pages a thoughtful vision statement.  This vision statement will give councils, boards and 
commissions the strategic framework to implement housing policies and make incremental 
housing decisions as they arise.    
 
Community vision statements are typically crafted through a collaborative process that involves 
a wide variety of community residents, stakeholders and elected officials.  It often develops 
through the public participation process.  In some cases, drafting a vision statement entails a 
deliberate process of its own.  Luckily Washington cities and counties have a large number of 
excellent examples to use as a guide. 
 

o More Information:   

– Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington includes several sections in 
its library regarding community vision statements.  These sections include a large 
assortment of examples.  The following links will take you there:  CREATIN G A  

COM MUNI TY  V I S IO N ,  ST RA TEGIC  PLA NNI NG,  or CRE A TI N G A COM MUNI T Y M ISS ION 

STATE MEN T.  
 
 

Basic Components of a Housing Element 
The Growth Management Act requires that housing elements include an “inventory and 
analysis of existing and projected housing needs that identifies the number of housing units 
necessary to manage projected growth.”  This requirement consists of three unique parts – (1) 
an inventory of existing housing characteristics, (2) an estimate of the number of housing units 
required in the future, and (3) an analysis of housing needs. The following sections address 
each of these three components. 

                                                        
7  WSDF I, 94-3-0016, FDO, at 30. 
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Characteristics of Existing Housing 
Housing elements typically start with a description of the existing characteristics of a 
community’s housing stock.  It links the housing element to other parts of the comprehensive 
plan as well as other functional plans such as a city’s or county’s water plan or transportation.  
It establishes the existing number and use of residential 
properties.  It includes some key information regarding the 
general economics of a community’s housing market.  The 
data and information presented in the inventory must 
agree with the housing and population figures presented in 
other elements or plans. 
 
Descriptions of existing housing characteristics consist of 
three components.  These components could become 
separate sections of the housing element; or they can be 
combined into one section referred to generally as the 
“Housing Inventory”.  In any case, the housing element 
needs to include information regarding these three 
components. 
 

Housing Inventory:  Pertains to information 
regarding the land use characteristics of a 
community’s housing stock.  It identifies the current 
distribution and amount of housing in each land use category.   

Housing Profile:  Pertains to information regarding the general characteristics of the 
people who live in the community’s housing. 

Housing Market Factors:  Pertains to information regarding some key economic 
features of a community’s housing market.  

 

Housing Inventory Versus Housing Profile:8 
GMA asks that comprehensive plans include housing inventories in two of its mandatory 
elements -- the land use element and the housing element.  In the land use element, GMA 
requires information about the general distribution and extent of land uses.  In the housing 
element, the housing inventory dives much deeper into housing numbers.  The GMA requests 
that the housing element include an inventory to “identify sufficient land for housing, including 
government-assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured housing, 
multifamily housing, and group homes and foster care facilities. (RCW 36.70A.070(2)(c)). It must 
also provide information pertaining to the adequate provision for existing and projected 
housing needs for all economic segments of the community. (RCW 36.70A.070(2)(d)). 
                                                        
8 See WAC 365-196-050 for  additional guidance. 

TIME SAVING TIP ! 

The housing elements of some 
communities need only a housing 
profile.  A housing profile essentially 
provides all the information they 
need for a housing inventory.  For 
instance, small communities with 
few designated residential land uses, 
or communities with historically low 
population growth with no 
foreseeable change within the next 
few years.  In these communities, 
they most likely will focus on just 
preserving their community’s 
character and vitality.  A housing 
profile will provide them with all the 
data they need. 
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For the sake of consistency and to avoid confusion with the inventory required for the land use 
element; this guidebook uses the term – housing inventory – to refer to data to determine the 
existence of “sufficient land for housing”.  This type of data typically comes from information 
provided by county assessors.  It tends to be the same information used to prepare the 
inventory in the land use element, with more detail regarding types of housing, housing values, 
among other housing specific data.   
 
This guidebook uses the term – housing profile – to refer to data used to determine housing 
affordability.  It focuses on proportions of income relative to housing costs.  It also looks at the 
housing needs for low-income families, group homes and other special housing needs.  
Information presented in the housing profile is typically derived using Census data. 
 
The housing element needs to include both tables – either together or separately.  In addition, 
it also needs to throw in some information regarding other market factors.  The following 
sections present the ways and means to gather this necessary and required information in 
more detail.  Let’s get started with the data about specific land uses – the “housing inventory”. 
 
 

Housing Inventory9 
Before planners can make recommendations to their policy makers, they need answers to these 
questions.  How much land currently exists for residential development?  How do residents use 
existing land use designations?  Is our city or county getting developed as planned?  They derive 
answers to these questions from the housing inventory. 
 
The data for this information or inventory typically comes from the county assessor.  Each of 
Washington’s 39 counties has property tax assessment rolls that list detailed information on 
each parcel within their county limits.  The information includes designated land use zones, 
square footage, address of registered property owner, assessed value of both land and 
improvements and much more.   
 
County assessors typically provide this information to local jurisdictions at least annually and 
sometimes more frequently.  The information often comes in the form of a sortable database.  
This enables cities to organize the data in ways that meet their planning needs.  Some counties 
provide geographic information services that provide this data in a format that converts into 
maps.   
  

                                                        
9 See WAC 365-196-410(2)(B) for GMA requirements and additional guidance. 
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Figure 1-1:  Example of Housing Inventory Table 

{City of Tumwater Comprehensive Plan} 
 

Zone Total Land 
Area 

Developed 
Land 

Undevelopable 
Land 

Future 
Roads 

Other Uses* Net 
Buildable 
Land 

R/SR 249 50 25 30 11 133 
SFL 1015 538 66 65 24 295 
SFM 964 677 36 40 14 179 
MFM 195 127 4 10 1 50 
MFH 142 78 4 10 0 51 
MU 235 101 19 2 0 9** 
Total 2800 1571 154 157 50 717 

Source:  City of Tumwater Comprehensive Plan, Table 4-1:  Net Buildable Residential Land in Acres 

 
Housing inventories typically consist of tables showing the distribution of land relative to 
different types of residential, land use designations.  The land use element may include this 
information in tables that include all land uses.  A few housing elements cut and paste that 
portion of these that pertains to housing.  Most of the housing elements reference these tables 
in their narrative. 
 
The tables found in most housing elements focus on this question -- how much land is available 
for residential development.  Figure 5-1 represents a table from the City of Tumwater’s 
Comprehensive Plan.  They use a format commonly used by other cities.  
 
As illustrated in the above table, jurisdictions subtract from the amount total land area acreage 
for roads and critical areas.  Depending on the level of details available to them, they might use 
general assumptions or information that is more precise.  For instance, some cities simply 
discount 25 percent, for example, of the total land area for streets, roads and undevelopable 
areas.  They select a figure that appears reasonable relative to the general topography of their 
city.  Cities with more sensitive areas may require a higher percentage.   
 
Some housing inventories refer to “underdeveloped” or “underutilized” land.  The acreage in 
this category refers to parcels where the value of the land is equal to or greater than the value 
of the improvements.  It might also refer to parcels where permitted density is substantially less 
than the actual density.  For example, one-acre parcels with a single family house in an area 
with a land use designation that allows four houses per acre.  Conceivably three more houses 
could locate on this parcel.  This information plays an important role regarding infill 
development and accessory housing. 
 
The seven most populous counties and their cities are required to collect data under the 
“Buildable Lands program” (RCW 36.70A.215).  The GMA requires these counties to review and 
evaluate the adequacy of suitable residential, commercial and industrial lands inside the Urban 
Growth Area (UGA).  They prepare detailed reports regarding the capacity of jurisdictions to 
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meet projected population and employment growth during the remaining portion of the 
planning horizon.  
 
These ‘buildable lands’ counties’ reports (Clark, King, Kitsap, Pierce, Snohomish, Thurston, 
Whatcom) provide a wealth of information regarding how to inventory and analyze land.  Even 
jurisdictions not located within these counties can benefit looking at the information they 
provide and the formats that they use.   
 
 

Housing Profile 
A “Housing Profile” presents demographic characteristics of a community’s housing stock.  
These characteristics include, tenure (homeowners versus renters), types of housing, length of 
residency and comparative income levels.  This information helps develop plans and policies 
relevant to a community’s population. 
 
Data from the U.S. Census Bureau can provide nearly all of the information necessary to 
prepare a housing profile.  In fact, most of the data is available in one file – DP04:  Selected 
Housing Characteristics.  Figure  5-2 above presents an example of the summary data available 
in the Census profile for the City of Ritzville. 
 

 
The main search engine for Census data is the “AMERIC AN COM MUNI TY  SURVEY” (ACS).  It is an 
ongoing statistical survey conducted by the Census Bureau.  They are compiled every one to 
five years, depending on the size of the community.  It compiles the data annually for large 
cities and once every five years for cities under 20,000 people.  ACS replaces “American Fact 
Finder” along with the decennial Census “Long Form”.  The SFT-3 and STF-4 files are no longer 
available.   
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Figure 1-2:  DP 4 Profile for the City of Ritzville, Year 2011 

 

 

Subject Estimate Percent Subject Estimate Percent Subject Estimate Percent
HOUSING OCCUPANCY HOUSING TENURE MORTGAGE STATUS
    Total housing units 885 885     Occupied housing units 728 728     Owner-occupied units 528 528
  Occupied housing units 728 82.3%   Owner-occupied 528 72.5%   Housing units with a mortgage 262 49.6%
  Vacant housing units 157 17.7%   Renter-occupied 200 27.5%   Housing units without a mortgage 266 50.4%

  Homeowner vacancy rate 6.4 (X)   Average household size of owner- 2.31 (X) SELECTED MONTHLY OWNER COSTS 
  Rental vacancy rate 0.0 (X)   Average household size of renter- 2.74 (X)     Housing units with a mortgage 262 262

  Less than $300 0 0.0%
UNITS IN STRUCTURE YEAR HOUSEHOLDER MOVED INTO UNIT   $300 to $499 5 1.9%
    Total housing units 885 885     Occupied housing units 728 728   $500 to $699 45 17.2%
  1-unit, detached 692 78.2%   Moved in 2005 or later 304 41.8%   $700 to $999 62 23.7%
  1-unit, attached 24 2.7%   Moved in 2000 to 2004 106 14.6%   $1,000 to $1,499 126 48.1%
  2 units 0 0.0%   Moved in 1990 to 1999 133 18.3%   $1,500 to $1,999 12 4.6%
  3 or 4 units 20 2.3%   Moved in 1980 to 1989 80 11.0%   $2,000 or more 12 4.6%
  5 to 9 units 7 0.8%   Moved in 1970 to 1979 51 7.0%   Median (dollars) 1,042 (X)
  10 to 19 units 39 4.4%   Moved in 1969 or earlier 54 7.4%
  20 or more units 28 3.2%     Housing units without a mortgage 266 266
  Mobile home 75 8.5% VEHICLES AVAILABLE   Less than $100 0 0.0%
  Boat, RV, van, etc. 0 0.0%     Occupied housing units 728 728   $100 to $199 19 7.1%

  No vehicles available 38 5.2%   $200 to $299 50 18.8%
YEAR STRUCTURE BUILT   1 vehicle available 241 33.1%   $300 to $399 82 30.8%
    Total housing units 885 885   2 vehicles available 301 41.3%   $400 or more 115 43.2%
  Built 2005 or later 0 0.0%   3 or more vehicles available 148 20.3%   Median (dollars) 379 (X)
  Built 2000 to 2004 16 1.8%
  Built 1990 to 1999 29 3.3% HOUSE HEATING FUEL SELECTED MONTHLY OWNER COSTS AS A 
  Built 1980 to 1989 23 2.6%     Occupied housing units 728 728     Housing units with a mortgage 260 260
  Built 1970 to 1979 93 10.5%   Utility gas 456 62.6%   Less than 20.0 percent 112 43.1%
  Built 1960 to 1969 55 6.2%   Bottled, tank, or LP gas 0 0.0%   20.0 to 24.9 percent 36 13.8%
  Built 1950 to 1959 199 22.5%   Electricity 227 31.2%   25.0 to 29.9 percent 22 8.5%
  Built 1940 to 1949 137 15.5%   Fuel oil, kerosene, etc. 11 1.5%   30.0 to 34.9 percent 33 12.7%
  Built 1939 or earlier 333 37.6%   Coal or coke 0 0.0%   35.0 percent or more 57 21.9%

  Wood 3 0.4%
ROOMS   Solar energy 0 0.0%   Not computed 2 (X)
    Total housing units 885 885   Other fuel 31 4.3%
  1 room 13 1.5%   No fuel used 0 0.0%     Housing unit without a mortgage 264 264
  2 rooms 15 1.7%   Less than 10.0 percent 100 37.9%
  3 rooms 43 4.9% SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS   10.0 to 14.9 percent 67 25.4%
  4 rooms 177 20.0%     Occupied housing units 728 728   15.0 to 19.9 percent 25 9.5%
  5 rooms 132 14.9%   Lacking complete plumbing facilities 6 0.8%   20.0 to 24.9 percent 19 7.2%
  6 rooms 141 15.9%   Lacking complete kitchen facilities 12 1.6%   25.0 to 29.9 percent 19 7.2%
  7 rooms 134 15.1%   No telephone service available 25 3.4%   30.0 to 34.9 percent 22 8.3%
  8 rooms 102 11.5%   35.0 percent or more 12 4.5%
  9 rooms or more 128 14.5% OCCUPANTS PER ROOM
  Median rooms 5.9 (X)     Occupied housing units 728 728   Not computed 2 (X)

  1.00 or less 706 97.0%
BEDROOMS   1.01 to 1.50 17 2.3% GROSS RENT
    Total housing units 885 885   1.51 or more 5 0.7%     Occupied units paying rent 194 194
  No bedroom 18 2.0%   Less than $200 12 6.2%
  1 bedroom 88 9.9% VALUE   $200 to $299 13 6.7%
  2 bedrooms 282 31.9%     Owner-occupied units 528 528   $300 to $499 43 22.2%
  3 bedrooms 276 31.2%   Less than $50,000 61 11.6%   $500 to $749 71 36.6%
  4 bedrooms 168 19.0%   $50,000 to $99,999 218 41.3%   $750 to $999 44 22.7%
  5 or more bedrooms 53 6.0%   $100,000 to $149,999 149 28.2%   $1,000 to $1,499 6 3.1%

  $150,000 to $199,999 73 13.8%   $1,500 or more 5 2.6%
  $200,000 to $299,999 18 3.4%   Median (dollars) 550 (X)
  $300,000 to $499,999 3 0.6%
  $500,000 to $999,999 3 0.6%   No rent paid 6 (X)
  $1,000,000 or more 3 0.6%
  Median (dollars) 96,900 (X) GROSS RENT AS A PERCENTAGE OF 

    Occupied units paying rent (excluding 194 194
  Less than 15.0 percent 25 12.9%
  15.0 to 19.9 percent 55 28.4%
  20.0 to 24.9 percent 16 8.2%
  25.0 to 29.9 percent 8 4.1%
  30.0 to 34.9 percent 26 13.4%
  35.0 percent or more 64 33.0%

  Not computed 6 (X)

Ritzville city, Washington

Source:  U.S. Census, American Fact Finder, DP04: Selected Housing Characteristics
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Specific ACS Tables for Housing Elements 
The Census Bureau makes ACS data available in PDF, Excel or text formats.  Its search engine 
presents thousands of tables focusing on a wide variety of subjects.  An infinite number of 
imputations derive from these tables.  The following are a few specific topics to consider 
putting into a housing element.  These topics provide information necessary for important 
decisions regarding affordable housing and development regulations. 
 

Excessive Housing Costs 

Housing expenditures that exceed 30 percent of household 
income have historically been viewed as an indicator of a 
housing affordability problem.  This standard originated in the 
United States National Housing Act of 1937 and used ever 
since.  Housing cost that exceed 30 percent of income is 
considered “burden” or “excessive”.   
 
ACS provides several tables regarding excessive housing costs.  
It looks at excessive housing costs for both homeowners and 
renters.  Their computation includes:  

 Owner-Occupied Costs includes:  mortgage and second 
mortgage and/or home equity loan, real estate taxes, 
homeowners insurance, condo fee (if applicable), 
mobile home cost (if applicable) and utilities such as 
electricity, gas, water and sewer and other utilities as 
applicable. 

 Renter Costs includes:  Contract rent and utilities such 
as electricity, gas, water and sewer and other utilities as applicable. 
 

ACS compiles these cost items into a sum total.  They divide the results by monthly household 
income to calculate monthly owner costs as a percentage of income or and gross rent as a 
percentage of income. 
 
ACS publishes tables with percentages of housing costs relative to income under several 
different types of headings.  Most of the headings have within their titles –“…..as a Percentage 
of Household Income.”  ACS breaks down housing costs burdens relative to tenure, age of head 
of household, median income, race and other categories. 
 
 

Overcrowding 
Many agencies monitor the number of people living in a single housing unit. This metric 
measures the prevalence of communicable diseases, risk of homelessness and housing.  An 
above normal number of people per housing unit indicates a greater risk of diseases such as 

TIME SAVING TIP ! 

For some cities, ACS drafts the 
housing profile for them.  ACS 
provides a “Population and 
Housing Narrative Profile” for 
several cities.  These profiles 
provide text and bar charts that 
highlight selected social, economic, 
housing and demographic 
estimates. The topics include 
households and families, disability, 
travel to work, income, poverty, 
and a wide variety of other topics 
drawn from the American 
Community Survey (ACS) Data 
profiles.  Look for ACS tables 
identified by the prefix – NP. 
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meningitis, hepatitis and tuberculosis.  It also indicates a higher probability of families or 
individuals who may become homeless.10  
 
Planners commonly measure overcrowding by looking at occupants-per-room or occupants-
per-bedroom.  ACS uses “Occupants per Room”.  It represents the number of people per 
household divided by the number of rooms per household, including the kitchen and bathroom.  
Indications of overcrowding using this metric describe more overcrowded conditions than 
“Occupants per Bedroom”. 
 
The “Occupants per Bedroom” metric requires imputing data from different Census tables.  
Consequently, it may lose some of its accuracy relative to geography compared to the data 
available through the ACS tables.  Nonetheless, it still provides a good indication of pent-up 
housing demand.  It may also indicate the demand for different types of housing (e.g., three 
bedroom and four bedroom units).  Conversely, low occupancy rate, such as empty nesters, 
could indicate a need for more varied types of housing to allow downsizing. 
 
 

Special Needs Housing 
A person with “special needs” is not synonymous with a “handicapped” person.  “Special 
needs” includes handicapped people as well as people who do not meet the statutory definition 
of handicapped.11  
 
Special needs housing includes group homes, nursing homes, assisted-care facilities, in-house 
care facilities or other types of social/healthcare facilities.  Special needs housing includes those 
who are not able to live independently in traditional housing.  It includes those who may not 
have an income sufficient to obtain housing without assistance.   
 
GMA requires the housing element identify sufficient land for housing, including, but not 
limited to, government-assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured 
housing, multifamily housing, and group homes and foster care facilities.  Much of this 
information is available through ACS.   
 
The “Population and Housing Narrative Profile” available through ACS includes a summary of 
people with special needs.  Individual tables are available regarding other special needs housing 
topics.  The topics range from group quarters to households providing elder care.  The ACS 
search engine provides a list of these topics.  The glossary defines in detail what these different 
categories mean. 
 

                                                        
10  HUD, “Measuring Overcrowding in Housing”, September 2007, page 7 
11  Children’s II, 96-3-0023, FDO, at 7 
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Commuting 
ACS provides a great deal of information regarding how people get to work.  This information 
falls under the ACS topic category of “Employment”.  It offers a section regarding “Journey to 
Work”.   
 
The “Journey to Work” includes data on where people work, how they get to work, how long it 
takes to get from their home to their usual workplace, when they leave home to go to their 
usual workplace, and carpooling.  The terms commuting and journey to work are 
interchangeable. 
 
ACS also provides data regarding where people work.  The data breaks down place of work by 
“place of residence” (e.g., hometown), county of residence, within the state of residency and 
outside the state of residency.  Different tables exist for gender, age and choice of 
transportation.   
 
 

Market Factors 
Policy makers need to understand some key economic factors when considering housing.  
These factors will impact or influence the decisions they make.  The following are a few of the 
market factors a housing element might want to present. 
 
 

Vacancy and Occupancy Rates 
Vacancy rates measure the number of unoccupied rental housing units; whereas, occupancy 
rates measure the number of vacant owner-occupied units.  In both cases, the term vacancy 
rate is commonly used.  Several sources provide information about vacancy rates.  The 
American Community Survey includes both vacancy and occupancy rates.  Another useful 
source of housing market information comes from the Washington Center for Real Estate 
Research (WCRER).  They provide a quarterly housing market snapshot.  They also generate an 
annual report regarding Washington’s rental market.   
 
A particular concern regarding owner-occupied housing that housing elements might want to 
identify is prolonged vacancy rates.  A prolonged vacancy rate refers to housing units left vacant 
for 90 days or more.  Information regarding prolonged vacancy rates comes from data provided 
by the U.S. Postal Service. HUD entered into an agreement with the United States Postal Service 
(USPS) to receive quarterly aggregate data on addresses identified by the USPS as having been 
"vacant" or "No-Stat" in the previous quarter. USPS updates the data every three months.  HUD 
makes the data available only to governmental entities and non-profit organizations registered 
as users.  Access to the data requires registration with HUD and agreement to comply with their 
sublicense agreement.12 

                                                        
12 https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/usps.html 
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Rental and Home Purchase Prices 
The price to purchase or rent a housing unit helps policy makers understand the relative 
demand for different types of housing.  It also helps them determine the affordability of 
housing within their community.   
 
Information about housing prices come from a variety of sources.  The following are some 
common sources to use when drafting a housing element. 
 

 AMERICA N CO M MUNI TY SURVEY  (ACS): ACS provides tables regarding the financial 
characteristics of housing.  These characteristics include everything from rent and home 
prices to value of homes and meals that are included in rental prices.  The tables include 
median rental prices and median owner costs and fees.  The information is available at 
the Census tract and block group level. 

 
 FAI R MA R KET REN TS  (FMRs):  FMRs establish the standard payment for publicly 

subsidized housing.  The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
annually provide an estimate of FMRs for 530 metropolitan areas and 2,045 
nonmetropolitan counties.  FMRs represent gross rent estimates plus the cost of all 
tenant-paid utilities, except telephones, cable or satellite television service, and internet 
service.  

 
 WASHI NGTON  CE N TER FOR REA L ESTA TE RE SEA RCH  (WCRER):  WCRER provides a 

quarterly snapshot of the housing market throughout Washington.  The data is sorted at 
the county level.  It includes the resale of homes, new building permits, median resale 
prices, a housing affordability index and a first-time homebuyer index.   

 
 

Housing Data is Regional 
When presenting information about housing and rental prices, jurisdictions need to maintain a 
regional or countywide perspective.  The distribution of population and, subsequently, 
affordable housing is an issue addressed in a regional context.   
 
GMA requires counties to adopt countywide planning policies regarding the need and 
distribution of affordable housing (RCW 36.70A.210(3)(e)).  In turn, city policies must be 
consistent with countywide planning policies (RCW 36.70A.100).  Although local comparisons 
might help develop local policies, policy makers must understand the regional context of their 
county’s population and housing needs. 
 

Absorption Rates 
Absorption rate pertains to the average length of time needed to sell a home or rent a housing 
unit.  This information measures the need for more or less housing.  It measures the need for 
public subsidies and financial assistance. 
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Although the term – absorption rate – refers to how long it takes for the housing market to 
“absorb” vacant housing units; it also refers to how much money the vacant housing unit will 
absorb from the buyer or landlord.  The buyer or landlord must continue to pay the housing 
unit’s costs (e.g., mortgage payments, taxes, insurance and utilities) while it sits empty.  The 
time required to transact the sale of a home, the issuance of a building permit or the approval 
of subdivision plats add to the cost they incur. 
 
The absorption rate does not take into account the length of time required for government 
approval of permits or the time necessary to close financial assistance.  If these factors were 
added, then it increases the absorption rate, particularly the rate by which the vacant units are 
absorbing the seller’s or landlord’s cash reserves.  Ways and means to reduce these transaction 
costs will be addressed in Chapter 2:  Tools and Strategies to Address Housing Problems.   
 
Absorption rates exist for both rental and owner-occupied housing.  Both rates indicate the 
average number of months to either sell or rent a housing unit.  However, the absorption rate 
for rental property pertains only to new units in apartments of five units or more.  The 
absorption rate for owner-occupied housing includes both new and previously-owned, single-
family units. 
 
The Census BUREAU ’S  SURVEY  OF MA RKE T ABS ORPT ION OF  APA RTMEN TS (SOMA)   provides a 
rate for rental apartments.  SOMA measures how soon privately financed, nonsubsidized, 
unfurnished units in buildings with five or more units were rented or sold (absorbed) after 
completion. In addition, SOMA collects data on characteristics of new rental units put on the 
market.  Their data includes information about the number of bedrooms, asking rent, and 
asking price.  Their reports include both detailed and summarized characteristics of apartments 
completed and rented. 
 
The absorption rate for owner-occupied units comes from dividing the total number of 
available homes by the average number of sales per month.  The resulting figure shows how 
many months it will take to exhaust the supply of homes on the market.  This information is 
typically available through REALTOR® associations or multiple listing services. The absorption 
rate for owner-occupied housing defines whether a particular market is a seller’s market, a 
buyer’s market, or a transitional market.  

 A transitional market is defined as an absorption rate between 5 and 7 months.  
Transitional markets, also called balanced markets, are housing markets where supply 
nor demand are in excess. 

 A seller’s market suggests that homes are more in demand allowing sellers to command 
a greater price for their real estate.  An absorption rate of 5 months or below is a seller’s 
market.  

 A buyer’s market is defined as an absorption rate greater than seven months and means 
a bountiful supply of homes on the market and not much activity to consume these 
homes.  The further the value gets from seven months, the stronger the buyer’s market 
and the more likely deflation of housing values.   



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 1 21 

 
Absorption rates are required from appraisers for all government related loans.  Fannie Mae 
and Freddie Mac both require that appraisers calculate absorption rates for their comparable 
homes, current housing inventory and the surrounding area.  The assumption is that tracking 
the variability of these three measures across time periods provides information regarding the 
general direction of home values.  For this reason, it likewise serves as a housing market 
indicator used in drafting housing elements. 
 

o More Information:  

 SURVEY  OF MA RKE T ABS ORPT ION OF  APA RTMEN TS (SOMA) 

 NOR THWES T MU LT IP LE L IS T I NG SERV ICE :   MA R KET IN G ST AT ISTICS   

 WASHI NGTON  CE N TER FOR REA L ESTA TE RE SEA RCH (WCRER)  

 
 

Foreclosure Rates 
Foreclosures, mortgage delinquencies, and defaults refer to different levels of financial distress.  
A foreclosure is the final point of financial distress for homeowners who pay a mortgage.  It 
occurs when a property owner has not paid the mortgage for a long enough periods that a 
lender or loan servicer gains the right to unilaterally seize the property despite protest from the 
previous homeowner.  Foreclosures impact a community in a number of ways.  It results in an 
unstable community and neighborhood disorganization.  The financial impacts of foreclosure 
spread to adjacent properties.  It contributes to the deflation of home values.  For these 
reasons, an analysis of foreclosure rates belongs in the housing element. 
 

 

Projecting Future Housing Needs 
One of the main purposes of the housing element is to plan for future housing growth.  This 
section of the housing element compares a community’s existing capacity to its ability to 
accommodate housing growth.  At the very least, it needs to compare its historical growth rate 
to the housing targets established by countywide planning policies.  Any shortage of capacity 
relative to meeting these targets become the focus of the housing element and subsequent 
housing.  (see next chapter)  Cities and counties use a number of different approaches to 
estimate their future housing growth needs.  In nearly all cases, their approach includes looking 
at their historical growth. 
 
Washington’s OFFICE O F  F IN ANC IA L MAN AGE ME NT  (OFM) provides historical population and 
housing data.  They update their data each year using data provided to them by cities and 
counties.  Their figures are the “official” population estimate because the State of Washington 
Department of Revenue uses them to distribute state-shared revenues.  OFM’s housing 
estimates are included with its population estimate.   
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OFM breaks down their population and housing estimates into a variety of formats.  They 
present most to all of their data in downloadable formats.  Two of these formats are 
particularly noteworthy. 

 SMA LL ARE A ES TI MA TES  PRO GRAM  (SAEP):   SAEP 
estimates provide a consistent set of small area 
population and housing data for statewide 
applications.  The areas include school districts, tribal 
areas, incorporated and unincorporated areas, and 
zip code areas.  They include GIS overlay layers for 
mapping purposes. 

 SPECIA L ARE AS:   OFM produces annual population 
estimates for ‘special areas’ required by statue. 
Special areas include highway urban areas, public 
transportation benefit areas, and the thermal electric 
generating facility area.  

 
Once a city or county establishes its historical growth trends, 
they can then begin plugging into these trends some 
assumptions regarding the future.  The following highlights 
some basic assumptions.   
 

 Pipeline Projects:  Pipeline projects refer to future housing projects under development.  
For instance, they include subdivisions with pending or approved plat applications.  They 
add this information to their historical growth trends to create a formula that looks like 
this: 

Historical Growth + Pipeline Projects = Projected Growth 
 

 Annexations:  Annexations refer to previously unincorporated areas that a city plans to 
include within its boundaries.  Annexations will change a city’s housing count.  It also 
changes a city’s capacity to accommodate future growth.  Their housing  
projection formula expands to look like this: 

Historical Growth + Pipeline Projects + Annexations = Projected Growth 
 

 Smaller Geographic Areas:  Looking at housing at the neighborhood level presents the 
best opportunities for cities and counties to make an impact on their local housing 
markets.  Housing projections for smaller areas typically include various assumptions 
regarding the future demographic characteristics of an area; for instance, the predicted 
size of future households.  Their projection formula might look something like this: 

Population Growth / Size of Household = Projected Housing Growth 
 
Housing projections let local governments know how well prepared they are to accommodate 
growth or potential transitional changes in local housing markets.  Jurisdictions compare these 

TIME SAVING TIP ! 

Don’t reinvent the wheel!   
 
Councils of government, local 
transportation planning 
organizations, school districts 
may already prepare 
population and housing 
projections on a regular basis.  
Other functional plans (e.g., 
water and transportation 
plans) likewise includes this 
information. Sharing the data is 
one way to help assure 
consistency. 
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projections to the population and housing targets established through countywide planning 
policies.  In some cases, they compare them to other anticipated needs; for example, the 
housing needed to accommodate the location of new, major employer.   
 
Cities and counties use a variety of different approaches and techniques to estimate their 
future population growth and housing units.  They use these figures in a number of functional 
plans such as transportation, park and water plans.  The most important feature of the 
population projections in all these plans is – consistency.  They should reach basically the same 
conclusion relative to future population and housing. 
 
In any event, at some point the housing element will need to compare its projection of future 
population and housing growth to their community’s existing capacity to accommodate that 
growth.  They need to compare these projections to the available land identified in their 
housing inventory (or land use element).  Figure 1-3 below provides an example of a table 
found in many housing elements. 
 

Figure 1-3: City of North Bend’s Housing Assessment 

Residential Capacity in Relation to Target 
Net New Units: 

1993-2005 
20 Year 

Housing Target 
Percent 

Achieved 
Remaining 

Target 
Current 
Capacity  
(units) 

Surplus or 
(Deficit) in 
Relation to 

Target 
892 1,527 58% 635 1,598 963 

Source:   City of North Bend Comprehensive Plan, Table H.4.B: Residential Capacity to  
Growth Targets - 2006 

 
Jurisdictions may want to draw similar conclusions for smaller geographic areas.  This 
information helps assure consistency in a number of other functional plans.  For instance, 
transportation plans typically include “transportation analysis zones” (TAZ).  A TAZ represents a 
smaller geographic area and includes various assumptions regarding that area’s growth.  These 
projections should be consistent with the housing element. 
 
Many school districts depend on projections for smaller geographic areas to estimate and plan 
for individual school attendance areas.  Many jurisdictions include their school district’s capital 
facilities plan into capital facilities element of their comprehensive plan.  Local jurisdictions 
review and approve the impact fees that a school district might request.  In short, local 
governments and school districts need to collaborate and share their information. 

o More Information:  

 OFFICE  OF  F I NAN CIA L MANA GEMEN T  

 OSPI  K-12  DAT A AN D RE PO RTS  

 EXAMPLES  OF  HOU SIN G ELEME NTS  W I TH PROJE C TIO NS  

 C IT Y OF MA RY SVI LLE ,  SE CTI ON 5-16:  FUTU RE NE EDS  
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 C IT Y OF AU BU RN ,  CHA P TER 4:   HOUS I NG ELEME NT  

 C IT Y OF R I CH LAND ,  CH A PTE R:   HOUS IN G ELEME NT  

 C IT Y OF VANC OUVE R,  CHAPTER  3:   HOUS I NG  

 C IT Y OF TUM WATE R,  CH APTE R 6:  HOUS IN G PLA N  

 
 

Housing Needs Assessment 
This section of the Housing Element identifies the characteristics of existing housing, and 
analyzes that information to identify the community’s specific housing needs.  Communities use 
a number of techniques to analyze their housing statistics.  They test the data to see how it 
compares to norms.  In some cases, an indicator may pop-up indicating a particular housing 
need or problem, which becomes the subject or focus of the community’s housing policies and 
development regulations. 
 
The following are some analytical tools to consider using. It will introduce the tool and briefly 
explain how it works.  It will describe the “test results” the tool will generate.  The end of each 
section provides links to “More Information.”  This links contain resources that explain the tool 
in detail. 
 

Housing Affordability Indexes 
Housing Affordability Indexes measure the difference between median household incomes and 
median housing prices.  Affordable housing means households, within any income group 
throughout the region, can find housing with a sales price or rental amount that they can 
manage to pay.  It refers to the availability of housing.  The following are the common 
definitions of affordable housing. 

 In the case of dwelling units for sale, housing that is affordable have mortgages, 
amortization, taxes, insurance and condominium or association fees, if any, that 
consume no more than thirty (30) percent of the owner's gross annual household 
income.   

 In the case of dwelling units for rent, housing that is affordable have rent and utility 
costs, as defined by the jurisdiction, that cost no more than thirty (30) percent of the 
tenant's gross annual household income.   

 
Several different index exist that measure affordability.  The following are some the more 
commonly used ways to measure affordability. 

 Affordable Housing Gap:  Refers to the difference between 30 percent of the median 
household income and the median sales price of a home.  A negative number indicates a 
general shortage of affordable housing.  Different housing affordable gaps are typically 
computed for households that earn 120%, 80% and 50% of median income.  



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 1 25 

 Housing Cost Burden:  The extent to which gross housing costs exceed 30 percent of 
gross income.  Separate indexes measure owner-occupied and rental housing costs.  The 
index represents the percentage of households that pay more than 30 percent of their 
income for housing.  Housing cost for homeowners include mortgage, insurance, taxes 
and utilities.  Rental costs include rent and utilities. 

 Affordable Housing Index:  Measure whether a typical (median) family can qualify for a 
conventional mortgage to purchase a typical home or median sales price.  The 
calculation assumes a down payment of 20 percent of the home price.  It assumes that 
monthly principal and interest will exceed 25 percent of gross, family income.  An index 
of 100 indicates the families that earn the median household income can qualify for a 
conventional mortgage to purchase housing at the median sales price.  Higher index 
numbers indicate more choices of affordable housing in the area.   

 First-time Homebuyer Index:  Measures the ability of a first-time homebuyer to 
purchase a home at the median sales price.  It assumes a five percent down payment, 
less expensive at 85 percent of the median sales price and 80 percent of the median 
family income.  Given the low thresholds used to calculate this index, this index is 
considered the fundamental measurement for affordable home prices. 

 
 

Jobs-To-Housing Balance 
Jobs-to-Housing Balance refers to the approximate distribution of employment opportunities 
and workforce housing across a geographic area.  It is a planning tool to promote some very 
general ideas regarding land use planning.  Namely, it promotes the notion that jobs and 
housing should coexist in relatively close proximity.  Jobs-housing ratios illustrate the 
relationship between where people work and where they live.  The jobs side of the ratio counts 
the number of people or jobs in a community.  The housing side counts number of households 
in that community.  These counts create the following measurements. 

 Jobs-Household Ratio:  The most commonly used ratio measures the balance between 
the total job count and the total number of occupied housing units. 

 Jobs-Housing Unit Ratio:  This ratio is similar to the jobs-household ratio; however, it 
includes both vacant and occupied housing.  In some cases, planners plug into the 
calculation housing units that are still in the development pipeline.   

 Jobs-Employed Residents Ratio:  This ratio uses the number of employed residents 
instead of housing units or households in the denominator of the ratio.  It attempts to 
portray a sense of parity between resident and non-resident workforces.  Some consider 
it a more accurate housing need indicator, particularly if more people work in a 
community than provided by the resident labor force. 

 
The data to create a jobs-to-housing ratio comes from a variety of sources.  Data for housing 
counts typically comes from Census data.  This data enables analysis at the census tract level.  
Data for the jobs becomes more challenging, particularly employment data at the census tract 
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level.  The following sources provide some economic data on a smaller scale than typically 
found.   

 U.S. Bureau of the Census, BUSINESS  AND  INDUS T RY:    Every 5 years (years ending in “2” 
and “7”) the Economic Census collects business statistics.  The Economic Census uses the 
same geography as the Decennial Census.  It provides information on industry revenues and 
other measures of American business.  It provides perhaps the best source of information 
for small towns. 

 Washington State Employment Security Department, RE PO RTS ,  DA TA AN D TOO LS ,  provides 
detailed employment at the county level.  It also includes data for some metropolitan areas. 

 U.S Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, LOC AL ARE A UNEM PL OYME NT 

STAT IST ICS : The Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) program produces monthly 
and annual employment, unemployment, and labor force data using Census regions and 
divisions, It provides information for states, counties, metropolitan areas and many cities.  
(Note:  LAU numbers are similar to the STFID numbers.) 

What to do with jobs-to-housing balance ratios becomes the subject of much debate.  Chapter 
2:  Tools and Strategies to Address Housing Problems will discuss how to use the jobs-to-
housing index in more detail.   
 
 

Housing-Transportation Affordability Index 
The traditional measure of affordability recommends housing cost no more than 30 percent of 
income.  It is a standard used for nearly eighty years.  The past twenty years ushered in less 
stringent standards – particularly among renters.  For instance, the standards used to qualify 
for rental housing often depends more on credit rating than income.  Furthermore, many 
households appear to prefer devoting larger shares of their incomes to larger homes and/or 
locations with more amenities – such as public transit or closer to work. 
 
The Housing-Transportation (H-T) index offers an expanded view of affordability.  The H-T Index 
combines the 30 percent standard for housing affordability with the standard for transportation 
costs.  Unfortunately, the standard for transportation costs keeps going up.  In Year 2000 the 
price of gasoline was $1.45 per gallon and the average household spent 10 percent of their 
income on transportation cost.  In 2006 the price of gasoline rose to $3 per gallon and the 
average household spent 15 percent on transportation.  As of the end of 2012, the H-T Index 
continues to use this average to suggest a combined housing-transportation standard of 45 
percent of income. 
 
The H-T Index combines housing and transportation costs to create a common index.   
 

H-T Affordability Index =(Housing Costs + Transportation Costs ) / Income  

The data for housing and income are derived from the Census.  The gathering of data for 
transportation costs becomes more challenging.  Fortunately the Center for Neighborhood 
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Technology offers an H-T Index calculator for most of Washington’s cities.  Their H-T Index 
represents the percentage of the median household income spent on housing and housing plus 
transportation.  The difference between these percentages represents the cost spent on 
transportation.  

o More Information:  

 CENTE R FO R NE I GHBORH OOD TE CH NOLO GY  H-T  INDEX  

 

Special Housing Needs 
GMA requires housing elements identify sufficient land for, but not limited to, government-
assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured housing, multifamily housing, 
and group homes and foster care facilities.  This portion of the housing element refers to 
people with special housing needs.  A great deal of information exist regarding these special 
needs populations.  Most of the information comes from The American Community Survey and 
the American Housing Survey. The federal Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) provides tomes of data and resources regarding housing for people with special needs.  
Most of this information is available through HUD’s USER.13   
 
HUD-USER provides access to original data sets generated by the American Housing Survey and 
HUD median family income limits.  It includes microdata from research initiatives on topics such 
as housing discrimination, HUD-insured multifamily housing stock, and the public housing 
population.  The following are just a few HUD resources that pertain to several of the above 
special housing need topics. 

 ASSISTED HOUS IN G:  NA TIONA L AN D LOC AL:   HUD 
provides a search engine that provides statistics 
about publicly-assisted at the census tract level.  
HUD offers the data in a downloadable format. 

 COMP RE HENSI VE HO USI NG AFFO RDA BI L IT Y 

STRATE GY :  HUD periodically receives "custom 
tabulations" of Census data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau that are largely not available through 
standard Census products.  They refer to this 
information as "CHAS" data (Comprehensive 
Housing Affordability Strategy).  CHAS focuses on 
the extent of housing problems and housing 
needs, particularly for low income households.  
Government agencies use CHAS data to plan how 
to spend HUD funds.   

                                                        
13 www.huduser.gov  

TIME SAVING TIP ! 

Jurisdictions that receive HUD funding, 
or who are located in counties that 
receive HUD funds, prepare 
Consolidated Plans.  These plans provide 
detailed analysis of people with special 
housing needs.  It projects both the 
housing and public facility needs to 
accommodate these populations.  These 
Consolidated Plans can serve as a 
functional plan just like transportation, 
park and water plans.  Other social 
service agencies (e.g., senior centers or 
public housing authorities) may have 
comparable plans.   
 
Summarizing or referencing these plans 
in the housing element may save time. 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 1 28 

 HUD  PRO VIDED  LOCA L LEVEL  DA TA:  HUD prepares data files at all county, place and 
census tract levels.  They offer the information in a downloadable format.  It includes 
data regarding foreclosures, middle/low/moderate income eligibility, unemployment 
rates and USPS residential vacancy rates.   

 HUD-USER  RE FE RE N CE TABLE :   HUD provides an interactive guide to help locate data.  
They rank the data relative to its relevance on ten different categories that range from 
housing markets to economic conditions.   

 

PSRC’s Site Based Affordable Housing Approach 
Puget Sound Regional Council partnered with the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and 
Ethnicity to create opportunity indicators.  These indicators represent five key elements of 
neighborhood opportunity.  They converted data from these indicators into a comprehensive 
index of opportunity for all census tracts within PSRC’s four counties. 

 
PSRC’s “opportunity maps” assess the conditions at the census tract level.  The indicators are 
defined by broad categories like education, economy, transportation, housing, environment 
and health.  They combine the indicators to create an overall “opportunity score.”  These 
opportunities are sorted relative to their access to the general public.   
 
PSRC contends that targeting resources, programing and partnerships around these 
opportunities or asset will result in the social and economic sustainability of the region to grow 
stronger.  PSRC uses this approach to emphasize linkages to opportunity as it plans for Sound 
Transit.  

Figure 1-4: Indicators of Opportunity in Central Puget Sound14 
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14  PSRC, Equity, Opportunity and Sustainability in the Puget Sound:  A Study of the Region’s Geography of 

Opportunity, May 2012, page 13-14 
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Figure 1-4 above illustrates PSRC’s indicators of opportunity.  PSRC provides downloadable 
information and data through its website.  They encourage cities to invest in the fundamentals 
of opportunity, which are encompassed by the opportunity indicators. 
 

o More Information: 

 PSRC’S  STUD Y OF RE GI ON ’S  GEOG RA PH Y OF OP PO RTUN ITY
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CHAPTER 2: TOOLS AND STRATEGIES 
TO ADDRESS HOUSING PROBLEMS 

 
Chapter 1 presented several ways to test data from the housing inventory and profile.  In some 
cases, housing issues and problems become immediately apparent from the data.  In other 
cases, the data may require a little more analysis. 
 
This chapter, Chapter 2, will explain how to interpret some, but not all, of the data.  It will 
suggest some potential ramifications and responses.  It will consist of the following sections: 

 Growth Related Strategies:  This section will focus on problems derived from data in the 
housing inventory.  It lists several strategies relative to “buildout capacity.” 

 Housing Market Strategies:  This section focuses on problems indicated by various 
market factors.  It offers some suggestions on ways cities can impact their local housing 
market.   

 Affordable Housing Strategies:  This section presents several land use strategies to 
promote affordable housing. 

 Specific Housing Issues and Strategies:  This section focuses on how to use the 
information from the “tests” described in Chapter 5.   

 

Growth Related Strategies 
The “Housing Inventory” presents information about land use characteristics.  It identifies the 
current distribution and amount of housing in each land use category.  It should contain a table 
that compares the total land area by designated land use or zone to the amount of land 
developed, undeveloped, vacant and underdeveloped.  
 
This table lets the community meet its Growth Management Act (GMA) requirement to identify 
sufficient land for housing.15   It answers this question – Does my community have enough 
residential land to house its projected population over the next twenty years?  The answer to 
this lays in determining a community’s “Buildout Capacity.” 
 
“Buildout Capacity” refers to an estimate of the amount of potential development within a 
given area.  It uses assumptions regarding population growth and certain characteristics of land 
(e.g., hazardous and/or critical areas) and compares them to the planned density of available 

                                                        
15  RCW 36.70A.070(2)(c) 



 
 

Housing Guidebook Chapter 2 31 

land.  The amount of “buildable” land multiplied by designated densities provides a general 
measure of a community’s capacity to house its future population. 
 
Nearly half of Washington’s cities lay within counties that generate periodic “Buildable Land 
Reports.”  The Growth Management Act (GMA) requires seven western Washington counties 
(Clark, King, Kitsap, Pierce, Snohomish, Thurston, and Whatcom) to establish an evaluation 
program that monitors residential, commercial and industrial development.16  They write 
reports about the buildout capacity of the cities within its jurisdiction.  These seven counties 
contain more than 100 of Washington’s cities.   
 
Figure 2-1 represents the type of information available through Snohomish County’s “2012 
Buildable Lands Report.”  Reports from the five other counties contain similar tables.  This 
particular table pertains to the City of Monroe.  It compares Monroe’s buildout capacity to its 
population target in the 2025 Countywide Planning Policy (CPP 2025).  The City of Monroe has 
an assigned target population of 20,540 people for Year 2025.  In year 2011 Monroe’s 
population was 17,237 people.  Its projected capacity for an additional 2,400 people enables it 
to grow into a community of 19,637 people, which are 903 people less than its assigned target 
population.   

                                                        
16  RCW 36.70A.215 
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Figure 2-1:  Example of Buildable Lands Report Information 
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Although this figure may seem, at this time, rather small; Monroe will need to eventually fix it 
as its population grows.  Some of these affects are already apparent.  For instance, according to 
the U.S. Census, in 2010, the homeowner vacancy rate17 for owner-occupied housing was 2/100 
of one percent (0.2 percent) compared to a countywide rate of two percent (2.0 percent). 18 
The adverse effects of such a low vacancy rate, and the affordable housing gap that typically 
goes along with it, will be addressed in later sections of this chapter. 
 
When a community in a county that is required to write a “Buildable Lands Report” has a 
negative buildout capacity, or a shortage of land capacity relative to its projected population 
growth, the GMA requires the community to exhaust “reasonable measures” before it expands 
its urban growth area (UGA).19  
 
Snohomish County adopted the following policy to guide communities that reached their 
buildout capacity in the succeeding twenty years.  Other buildable lands counties have similar 
countywide planning policies.   
 

“A list of reasonable measures that may be used to increase residential, 
commercial and industrial capacity in UGAs, without adjusting UGA boundaries, 
shall be developed using the Snohomish County Tomorrow process. The Snohomish 
County Tomorrow Steering Committee will recommend to the County Council a list 
of such reasonable measures. The County Council will consider the 
recommendation of the Steering Committee and will add a new Appendix to the 
countywide planning policies that contains a list of reasonable measures. Once 
adopted, the County Council will use the list of reasonable measures to evaluate all 
UGA boundary expansion proposals consistent with UG-14(d).20  

 
 

Reasonable Measures to Relieve Growing Pains 
Snohomish County prepared the following list of reasonable measures.  They are similar to 
measures adopted by other counties. 

 Permit Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) in single family zones. 

 Provide Multifamily Housing Tax Credits to Developers 
                                                        
17  “Homeowner Vacancy Rate – The homeowner vacancy rate is the proportion of the homeowner inventory 

that is vacant “for sale.” It is computed by dividing the number of vacant units “for sale only” by the sum of 
the owner-occupied units, vacant units that are “for sale only,” and vacant units that have been sold but not 
yet occupied, and then multiplying by 100. This measure is rounded to the nearest tenth.”  Source:  U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2011 ACS Subject Definitions 

18  U.S. Census Bureau; 2007-2011 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, DP04:  Selected Housing 
Characteristics, Snohomish County and City of Monroe 

19  RCW 36.70A.215(1)(b) 
20  Snohomish County, Countywide Planning Policies for Snohomish County, “Appendix D:  Reasonable 

Measures”, June 12, 2013, pages 70-71 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 2 34 

 

 Provide Density Bonuses to Developers 

 Allow Clustered Residential Development 

 Allow Duplexes, Townhomes and Condominiums 

 Allow Small Residential Lots 

 Encourage Infill and Redevelopment 

 Plan and Zone for Affordable, Manufactured Housing Development 

 Encourage the Development of Urban Centers and Urban Villages 

 Allow Mixed Uses 
 
These reasonable measures represent a broad range of strategies.  If implemented, any of one 
of them will generate more housing as land becomes scarce.  They also generate a number of 
other benefits.  The following describes a few of these strategies.   
 
 

Accessory Dwelling Units  
An accessory dwelling unit (ADU) is a small, self-contained residential unit built on the same lot 
as an existing single family home. ADUs may be built within a primary residence (e.g., basement 
unit) or detached from the primary residence. They add variety and affordable rental housing 
stock to existing single-family neighborhoods.  They are a great option in cities or 
neighborhoods that are already built out 
 
Accessory dwelling units work in every size jurisdiction. Washington cities with populations 
greater than 20,000 are required to allow ADUs in single-family zones.21  Smaller cities also 
frequently claim that ADUs provide an answer to some of their housing problems.  
 

o More Information:    

 MRSC  ACCE SSO RY DWE L LIN G UN ITS  

 HUD’S  ACCESSO RY DWE L LIN G UN ITS:  CASE  STU DY  
 

 
Cottage Housing 
Cottage housing developments are groupings of small dwelling units around a common open 
space area.  They serve as infill development in established residential zones.  They typically 
provide increased density, diversity and a slightly more affordable alternative to traditional 

                                                        
21  RCW 43.63A.215(3) and RCW 36.70A.400  
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detached single-family housing.  Common ownership of open space or single ownership of 
smaller lots may make the units more affordable in markets with high land values. Combining 
incentives like density bonuses with this strategy may also be helpful in making the homes 
affordable to lower income households. 
 

o More Information:   

 MRSC'S  CO TTA GE HOUS IN G GUI DE  
 
 

Clustered Residential Development  
Cluster development can relieve development pressure on environmentally sensitive areas, 
greenbelts and rural or resource lands by focusing development in one location while 
preserving open space in other locations.  Cluster developments provide benefits in addition to 
land conservation.  For instance, smaller and more-dense home sites introduce different 
housing types into areas dominated by large-lot single family development.  In areas with high 
land values, a smaller lot or home with open space owned in common can reduce housing 
costs.   
 
Additionally, cluster development can reduce developer costs. Clustered homes are often 
grouped around a common space instead of placed in rows along roadways, saving on 
infrastructure costs. These savings get passed on to residents.  By decreasing housing cost, it 
increases the affordability of units in areas with higher than average costs.  
 
Communities that permit cluster development often adopt an ordinance that permits cluster 
developments in certain land use designations.  These ordinances relax the development 
standards for setbacks, lot sizes and densities.  These relaxed standards permit development 
that is more compact.  Cluster developments establish the total number of units independently 
of minimum lot standards.   
 
Ordinances authorizing cluster developments usually include design standards, along with 
minimum open space and density standards.  They can specify the use, preservation and 
management of open spaces.  Review and permitting of cluster developments typically follows 
the process used for regular subdivisions.  These standards can be either voluntary or 
mandatory.  Voluntary provisions often include incentives like density bonuses or inclusionary 
housing requirements.   
 

o More Information:   

 SUMNE R MUNI CI PA L CO DE 16.40.140   (clustering within critical areas) 

 K IT TI TAS CO .  CO DE 16.09:   CLU STE R PLAT TI N G AND CONS ERVA TI ON PLATT IN G  
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Infill Development 
Infill development adds residential capacity to cities without annexation or infringing on open 
space or other sensitive areas. Infill development reduces costs for cities and developers. 
Directing growth to already-serviced neighborhoods avoids the expense for new sewer, road 
and other utility extensions. Infill development helps achieve goals like creating transit-oriented 
development and increasing neighborhood density and diversity. 
 
Infill development generally occurs on individual properties or a collection of neighboring 
properties. Cities can encourage infill development by developing land banks.  Over time these 
land banks aggregate neighboring properties into larger parcels for (re)development.  By land 
banking parcels, local governments could sell multiple parcels to a single developer at one time.  
This enables the developer to build houses as if the parcels were part of one subdivision.  It 
enables them to generate the same profits that they would expect from developing a 
subdivision.22  
 
Properties that make good candidates for infill development are those served by transit and 
other amenities. They are located in densely zoned neighborhoods or neighborhoods built 
below their zoned density.  Other good candidates are vacant or economically underutilized 
parcels or parcels large enough to be subdivided. 
 
Jurisdictions can encourage infill development by coupling it with other incentives.  For 
instance, overlay zones and flexible regulations can remove barriers for smaller or oddly sized 
lots.  A lot-size-averaging ordinance helps develop small, vacant lots that do not meet minimum 
requirements.  Larger multifamily projects in single-family neighborhoods may require 
amenities like parks or playgrounds.  More flexible design guidelines using input from 
neighborhood residents can help generate the public support sometimes necessary to convert 
vacant parcels into attractive developments. 
 
In 2003, the Legislature amended the State Environmental Protection Act (SEPA) to exempt infill 
development.23  RCW 43.21C.229 allows cities to enact categorical exemptions if they 
conducted an environmental impact statement on their comprehensive plan prior to its 
adoption.  This exemption applies to all residential and mixed-use developments that are 
consistent with the comprehensive plan.  This exemption presents two significant benefits.  It 
means developers do not have to pay for another environmental assessment.  It also reduces 
the scope of SEPA-based appeals for certain types of urban development (e.g., commercial 
developments under 65,000 square feet).24  

                                                        
22  William Apgar and Shekar Narasimhan, “Capital for Small Rental Properties: Preserving a Vital Housing 

Resource”, Revising Rental Housing Policies, Programs and Priorities, Brookings Institute Press, 2008 
23  RCW 43.21C.299 
24  Jeremy Eckert, Foster Pepper, PLLC, “Using SEPA to Encourage Economic Development and Sustainable 

Communities”,  June 2011 
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o More Information:  

 Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington: INFILL  DE VELOP MENT  

 Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington: INFILL  DE VELOP MENT I N 

MY BA CK YA RD?  ST RAT EGIES  FOR W IN NIN G INFILL  DEVE LOPMEN T SUP PORT  

 C IT Y OF BE LLI N GHA M:  INFI LL  HOUS IN G TOO LKI T  
 
 

Mixed Uses 

Land use designations for mixed-use developments appear frequently on zoning maps.  Mixed-
use zones allow two or more different types of land use on a single lot or on adjacent lots 
within a district.  It gives residents access to amenities like retail shopping, personal services 
and transit.  Some cities use mixed-use zones to add flexibility to existing land use designations.  
For this reason, they pop up in areas that reached their buildout capacity.  However, cities 
discover mixed-use zones do not work at every location.  Their construction costs typically 
exceed the cost of similarly-sized, single use developments.  Additional costs arise from 
important design considerations such as parking, fire suppression, sound attenuation, 
ventilation and transit facilities.   
 
Mixed-use developments present some unique financial hurdles.  For instance, getting a loan 
for a mixed-use development can become quite a challenge.  Conventional lenders like 
standardization and conformity.  Since mixed-use developments have multiple users, their 
lending needs become complex and varies from one user to another.  Financing mixed uses 
tends to focus on the marketing skills of the development team and the public support of the 
project as evidenced by the comprehensive plan, subarea plans, public-private partnerships, tax 
credits, tax exemptions and/or public infrastructure investments.25  
 
Another hurdle that mixed-uses developments must overcome pertains to the development’s 
operating costs.  Like any other real estate investment, mixed-use developments need to 
generate enough revenue to repay their loans.  The revenue stream for a mixed-use 
development comes from an assortment of different business.  Developers find getting all these 
uses going at the same time and keeping them going a very challenging task – particularly when 
they are trying to start a mixed-use development. For these reasons, the construction of mixed-
use developments often occurs in phases or stages.  Each phase may have its own financial 
strategy.  In some cases, a mixed-use development may have multiple owners, or several 
limited liability companies, and multiple leases and/or mortgages.  All of these arrangements 
attempt to mitigate the impact in the event of prolonged vacancies and/or foreclosures.26  

                                                        
25  Christopher Leinberger, Optional Urbanism 
26  Joseph Rabianski, PHD, CRE, Mixed-Use Development and Financial Feasibility, Counselors of Real Estate (CRE) 

Real Estate Issues, Vol 34, No. 1, 2009 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 2 38 

 

 
Mixed-use developments are good candidates for public-private partnerships.  Many mixed-use 
developments have a public component (e.g. parking or parks and gardens).  In several cases, 
non-profit housing providers provide management oversight – particularly with mixed-use 
developments that span over many years.  Finally, as with any real estate development, lenders 
typically prefer a centralized management structure.  Local governments or non-profit housing 
providers can sometimes provide it for them.27   
 
Mixed-use developments work best in built-out areas with existing, relatively high densities.  
The pre-existing improvements and businesses in these areas tend to mitigate the risk 
associated with financing a mixed-use development.  In such cases, mixed-use developments 
provide important amenities to existing residents while, at the same time, providing a boost to 
existing businesses. 
 

o More Information:    

 Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington (MRSC): M IXED-USE     

 City of Bremerton:  DOW NTOWN  RE GIONA L CE NT ER SU B AREA PLAN   

 Mountlake Terrace: TOWN CENTE R PRO JEC T   

 Sumner: SUMNER TOW N  CENTE R PLAN  

 

Housing Market Strategies 
Understanding some key market factors helps form effective housing policies.  In particular, it 
can help stabilize a housing market.  Some of these factors measure the volatility of the housing 
market (e.g., change in housing or rental prices).  These factors often express the consumer’s or 
investor’s demand for housing.  These factors change frequently.  Local government housing 
policies tend to focus on less volatile, longer term housing market factors.  They tend to look at 
the overall relationship of supply and demand.  In terms of housing elements, these 
relationships pertain to the following concerns. 
 

Vacancy/Occupancy Rates  
Vacancy rates for rental and owner-occupied housing refer to different market dynamics.  
Vacancy rates for owner-occupied housing typically pertain to prolonged vacancies where units 
are left unoccupied for 90 days or more; whereas, vacancy rates for rental housing typically 
refers to the availability of rental housing choices.  This section will focus on the vacancy rate 
for rental properties.  The next section focuses on abandoned properties. 

                                                        
27  Joshua D. Herndon, Mixed-Use Development in Theory and Practice: Learning from Atlanta’s Mixed 

Experiences, Georgia Tech, May 5, 2011 
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Managers of rental properties use vacancy rates to make a strategic decision regarding the 
price of the rental unit.  This decision involves a tradeoff between the rental price and how long 
a unit sits empty on the market.  The landlord bears the costs of vacant rental units.  Pricing the 
unit too high will decrease the landlord’s revenues because the unit will remain empty for a 
longer period of time.  On the other hand, pricing the unit too low will decrease the revenue 
that a landlord could potentially achieve when the unit is occupied.   
 
Vacancy rates also provide an indicator to the supply of rental units.  Although a low vacancy 
rate might mean higher rental prices, it also indicates a demand for the construction of more 
rental units.  On the other hand, a higher vacancy rate might mean lower prices; but it also 
deters the construction of more rental units, which leads to depreciated housing stock and the 
loss of decent or suitable housing choices. 
 
Much debate and a variety of opinions exist regarding the optimum rental housing vacancy 
rate.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the median vacancy rate for rental housing over the 
past 40 years is 8.8 percent nationwide.  At the end of 2012, the national vacancy rate was 8.6 
percent and 4.5 percent for the Washington state.  In 2018, the national housing vacancy rate 
was seven percent, and in Western Washington was less than four percent. 
 
 

Abandoned Properties 
Abandoned properties and foreclosed properties give local governments the same type of 
challenges.  Abandoned properties, whether due to foreclosure or other economic factors, can 
reduce property values, foster crime and create a general downward spiral of neighborhood 
character and vitality.  All of these effects will generate additional costs for local governments.  
It costs more to respond to citizen complaints and enforce public nuisance ordinances.  Local 
governments often end up demolishing blighted structures on properties.  Abandoned 
properties generate both law enforcement and fire suppression costs.  They represent a loss of 
property taxes and cause the deflation of the tax base of nearby properties. 
 
Homeowners and lenders are not required to notify local governments when a property 
forecloses or they abandon it.  Local governments tend to discover them when they start 
causing a number of problems.  Sometimes, even the property owner may not know the 
condition of his or her own property.  For instance, a person who acquires property through an 
inheritance may not even be aware of its condition.  In many cases, the problems caused by 
these abandoned properties get resolved by notifying the absentee landowner that a problem 
exists and they face enforcement actions if not corrected. 
 
Communities delay taking action to mitigate the effects of abandoned property for a number of 
reasons.  They often contend the cost to cleanup, along with the legal costs to recover these 
costs through tax foreclosure, exceeds the anticipated proceeds from the property’s sale.  
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However, the value of most properties exceeds the cost to proceed with nuisance abatement 
and tax foreclosure.   
 
This fact became evident through the Neighborhood Stabilization Program (NSP).  The 
development of all the abandoned properties recovered using NSP funds provided a positive 
net return compared to the cost for cleanup and acquisition.  Fewer abandoned properties will 
likely occur if local governments enforce their existing nuisance ordinances and use the existing 
authority provided them to recover their cleanup costs.   
 
Part of the planning process to draft a housing element should include targeting neighborhoods 
with above average numbers of abandoned properties.  This information enables cities and 
counties to implement some low-cost to no-cost strategies.  For instance, they may want to 
boost their code enforcement efforts.  Police and fire departments may want to increase 
monitoring of foreclosed properties.  They may want to initiate their nuisance abatement 
process and assign the property to third-party management firm for continued maintenance 
and redevelopment.   
 
Another option used successfully in NSP was the creation of community land trusts and 
nuisance abatement revolving loan funds.  Communities formed land trusts to assemble 
abandoned properties into more marketable multi-family and/or commercial land uses.  
Communities developed a revolving loan fund to finance the continued cleanup of abandoned 
property.28  They recover their cleanup costs through the tax foreclosure process.  They use the 
sale of acquired properties to finance future cleanups.  
 

o More Information:   

– IAAI/USFA Abandoned Building Project, MANA GI NG VACAN T AN D ABAND ONED 

PROPE RTIES  IN YOU R COMMU NI TY , 2006  

– Government Accountability Office, VACANT  PRO PERT IES :  GROW IN G NU M BE R 

INC REASES COM MUN IT IE S ’  COS TS A ND CHA LLEN G ES , Report 12-34, November 2011 

 

Housing / Rental Mix: 
An important metric relative to housing plans is the mix of owner-occupied and rental housing.  
No clear standard exists regarding the right mix of housing.  Figure 2-2 represents the 
percentage of rental and owner-occupied housing across the nation.  The differences vary only 
slightly.   

 

                                                        
28  Jurisdictions that used their NSP funds to form revolving loan funds:  City of Lakewood, Pierce County, City of 

Tacoma, City of Aberdeen, City of Hoquiam 
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Figure 2-2: Percentage of Total Housing Units in 2011 by Tenure 

  
United 
States 

West 
Region 

Pacific 
Division 

Washington 

Total: 100% 100% 100% 100% 
  Owner occupied 65% 59% 57% 63% 
  Renter occupied 35% 41% 43% 37% 

Source:  U.S. Census, 2011 Community Survey:  B25003: Tenure 
 
Although these figures may represent a norm, they do not suggest a recommended standard.  
In fact, the existing mix might indicate an unhealthy housing market.  According to the report 
released by the U.S. Federal Reserve,  
 

“The significant tightening in household access to mortgage credit likely reflects not only 
a correction of the unsound underwriting practices that emerged over the past decade, 
but also a more substantial shift in lenders' and the GSEs' willingness to bear risk.  
Indeed, if the currently prevailing standards had been in place during the past few 
decades, a larger portion of the nation's housing stock probably would have been 
designed and built for rental, rather than owner occupancy.  Thus, the challenge for 
policymakers is to find ways to help reconcile the existing size and mix of the housing 
stock and the current environment for housing finance.” 29  

 
The desired mix between rental and owner-occupied housing will vary, sometimes significantly, 
between communities.  The right mix of rental and owner-occupied housing depends on a 
number of factors.  In addition to vacancy and occupation rates, other key determinants include 
family incomes and location of employment.   
 
For instance, jobs-to-housing balance indexes might work to help determine the right mix.  A 
jobs-to-housing index of less than one job per house may mean a community lacks the 
population base necessary for routine goods and serves such as grocery shopping or getting a 
haircut.  Residents need to travel to other communities for these things.  They spend their 
disposable income on transportation costs at the expense of spending it in local business.  
 
In such cases, increasing rental housing can provide a larger population base to support 
expanding the local economy.  It may provide more affordable workforce housing, which 
enables people who work in local businesses a place to live closer to where they work.  More 
workforce housing helps local businesses recruit workers.  It increases a community’s secondary 
employment market and the benefits this market offers to young people and second income 
earners.  It may enable business owners to reduce the wages and salaries they offer due to the 
decrease in commuting costs. 
 

                                                        
29  United States Federal Reserve, White Paper Report:  The U.S. Housing Market: Current Conditions and Policy 

Considerations,  January 4, 2012, page 25 
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Another metric is the mobility rate at local elementary schools.  School mobility rates provide a 
metric relative to the need for more owner-occupied housing.  School mobility rates pertain to 
the number of new students enrolled each year.  A mobility rate of 50 percent or more means 
half of the currently enrolled students will not likely attend the same school the following year.  
High mobility rates represent a neighborhood instability that additional owner-occupied 
housing might correct. 
 
Finally, another metric that sheds light on the housing/rental mix is the length of time it takes 
to sell owner-occupied homes.  Areas with lower periods tend to have a more accessible 
market.  In other words, they have renters who want to buy a home of their own and, at the 
same time, stay in the community where they are currently living.  A community with a larger 
population of tenants also has a larger population of prospective homeowners.30  As a result, 
homeowners can sell their properties, and recover their investments more quickly. 
 
The comprehensive plan represents a community’s desired mix of owner-occupied and rental 
housing.  As indicated above, local governments can use a number of different metrics to find 
the right mix.  They use this information to determine the mix of land use designations or 
zones.  The housing element gives them a chance to adjust the existing owner occupied / rental 
housing mix.  Different land-use designations propose different densities.  It also provides more 
housing choices (e.g., rental housing, workforce housing, first time homebuyer housing, etc.) 

o More Information:   

 U.S. Census Bureau, HOUSIN G VACA N CIES  A ND HOMEOW NE RSH IP  

 United States Federal Reserve, WHITE  PAPE R RE PO RT:   THE U.S.  HOU SI NG 

MA R KET:  CU R RE NT CON DIT IONS  A ND POL IC Y CO NSIDE RA TI ONS  

 

Absorption Rates and Market Factor 
Absorption rates measure how long a home 
may sit on the market before somebody buys 
it.  Absorption rates measure the housing 
market’s internal supply and demand.  It 
basically uses the current inventory of homes 
(supply) and recent sales history (demand) to 
calculate the market’s current sales rate.  
Figure 2-3 shows how absorption rates 
characterize the housing market.   
 
When absorption rates are too high (buyer’s 
market), a homeowner must wait a longer time 
to sell their home.  This increase may jeopardize the homeowner’s ability to capture the equity 
                                                        
30  Washington Center Real Estate Research, Buying or Selling a Home in Washington: A 2010 Survey of Recent 

Buyers and Sellers,  Washington State University, May 2011, page 2-3  

Figure 2-3:  Market Absorption Scale 

(Absorption Rate in Months) 

 
Source:  Southern California Real Estate, 
Absorption Rate and the Real Estate Market 

One Month Normal Market
5 to 6 Months 10+ Months
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in their home within a reasonable time.  On the other hand, when absorption rates are too low 
(seller’s market); then home prices increase to unaffordable and unsustainable levels.  It results 
in a housing crisis similar to what triggered the Great Recession. 
 
Local governments should look at the amount of land available within their urban growth area 
for residential development and calculate a “market availability factor” or “market availability 
discount” or simply – a market factor.  This means that a certain percentage of properties will 
not develop within the planning period, and they should not be counted on to meet housing 
targets.  Local governments  deduct from their buildable land estimates the percentage of land 
dictated by their desired market factor.   
 
This market factor helps assure adequate land and housing supply.  It also addresses the fact 
that not all land is developable.  Figure 2-4 represents some market factors currently in use. 
 

Figure 2-4: Comparison of Market Factors 
 

County Market Factor Assumption 
Clark - Residential: 10% 

King - Overall: 5% to 20% (redevelopable discounted more than vacant land) 
- Central Jurisdictions: 5% to 10% 
- Established suburban jurisdictions: 1% to 15%  
- Outlying jurisdictions: 15% to 20% 

Kitsap - Vacant: 5% 
-  Underutilized: 15% 

Pierce - Vacant: most factors between 5% and 25%  
- Underdeveloped: most factors between 10% and 30%  
- Redevelopable: most factors between 20% and 50% 

Snohomish - Vacant: 15% 
- Partially-used/Redevelopable: 30% 

Thurston - Residential=: up to 25%; Averaging to a countywide market  
factor of about 24% 

Source:   John Peterson, City of Spokane, Memo to Spokane Planning Commissioners:   
Land Quantity Analysis, July 1, 2010  

The Central Puget Sound Hearings Board considers a market factor over 25 percent as 
excessive.31  Using this figure, for every acre of land estimated as necessary to accommodate 

                                                        
31  Central Puget Sound Growth Management Hearings Board, Association to Protect Anderson Creek, etal v. City 

of Bremerton, Bremerton, 95-3-0039c, Final Decision and Order, page 42 
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the population forecast, an additional quarter-of-an-acre (0.25 acres) should be added to keep 
urban land prices from rising dramatically and, thereby, decreasing affordable housing.   
 
When a city or county has excessive capacity, then they may want to reduce their urban growth 
areas.  When such reductions are not possible, some cities enact restrictions on their extension 
of water and sewer services to reduce the development of large subdivisions. 
 

o More Information:   

– Washington Department of Commerce, URBAN  GROW TH GU IDE BOO K  

 

Regulations Make a Difference 
Excessive regulations increase the time necessary to process them. From both the developer 
and government perspective, increased processing time and regulatory complexity increases 
everyone’s transition costs.  In particular, it increases a project’s “carrying costs.” Carrying costs 
refer to the expenditures developers pay before they sell the property and recoup their costs 
plus profit.  It includes permits, fees, and the cost to finance a construction project.  Reducing 
the time necessary to review and process development regulations reduces the developer’s 
costs. 
 

Streamlining Application and Review Processes 
Cities and counties are required to periodically review their permitting process.  They must 
develop a predictable and timely review process.32  They must establish time limits to review 
permit applications and render decisions.  This process may include public notices and public 
hearings.  The following lists some common approaches taken by some local governments to 
streamline their application and review process.  Follow the links to see these examples. 

 Centralized counter services to minimize the time required to coordinate the submittal 
of a development application.  (Examples: BURIE N  and COVINGTO N)  

 Pre-application conferences to allow developers access to information that may affect 
their applications prior to submitting it.  (Examples: PUYAL LU P and RENT ON)  

 Permit checklists that help both the developer and the jurisdiction make timely 
determinations on the completeness of a submitted application.  (Example: TUMWATER  
and A IRWAY HE I GHT S) 

 Reducing the number of residential zoning districts enables jurisdictions to have fewer 
development standards. 

 Reducing complicated administrative procedures by minimizing the number of officials 
involved in the review process.  In some cases, the applicant deals with just one official 

                                                        
32  RCW 36.70B   
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throughout the entire permitting process who has the authority to approve or reject the 
application. 

 

o More Information 

 WASHI NGTON  STA TE GO VE RN OR ’S  OFFICE  OF  RE GU LAT ORY AS SIS TAN CE  

 

Regional One-Stop Permit Centers: 
In 2001, nine Puget Sound cities formed an inter-local agency to provide web-based services to 
their residents.  A few years later, this alliance added 28 more cities.  It expanded  access to 
include permits, job notices, competitive procurement for small public works, etc.  Today 
eCitygov.net provides one-stop service to over 1.4 million residents. 
 
One of eCitygov.net’s portals includes building permits.  MyBuildingPermit.com provides online 
applications and payment for electrical, mechanical, plumbing, roof and other permits.  The 
following jurisdictions use MyBuildingPermit’s services  
 

Figure 2-5:  Cities Participating in MyBuildingPermit.com 
 

Bellevue Bothell Burien 
Duvall Gig Harbor Issaquah 
Kenmore Kirkland Mercer Island 
Mill Creek Mukilteo Renton 
Sammamish SeaTac Snohomish County 
Snoqualmie Woodinville  

 

o More Information 

 EC IT YGOV .NE T ,         MYBUI LDI NGPE RM IT.CO M  

 

Short Plats 
Plats are maps or representations of subdivided land.  Drafting these maps represent the first 
step toward the creation of property ownership.  Subdivision plats serve as the principal format 
to determine compliance with applicable land use plans and regulations.   
 
Subdivision plats fall into two, broad and general categories – long plats and short plats.  “Short 
Plats” of “short subdivisions” refer to subdivisions consisting of up to nine lots.33  Although both 
types of plats include similar information, the length of time to process them varies quite a bit.  

                                                        
33 RCW 58.17.020(6) 
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The time limit set for long plats average approximately 90 days.34 On the other hand, approval 
of short plats is an administrative process that is performed in a matter of few days.35  
 
The time to process short versus long plats adds up to a great deal of difference in their 
respective carrying costs. For example, the interest on a five percent builders’ loan on a 
$200,000 home would cost about $800 per month. Consider a subdivision of one acre into eight 
lots.  The interest cost for eight houses reaches $6,400 per month (assuming the developer 
finances the construction of all eight houses at once). The difference between one month and 
six months for eight houses with 100 homes, the interest cost reaches about $80,000 per 
month if builder chooses to get loan for all 100 homes at once.  In this scenario, the difference 
in interest cost between one month and six months becomes $32,000; it could result in a 
$4,000 increase in the price of each house. 
 
The number of lots in a short plat was recently changed in the Subdivision Act to facilitate 
development.  The law set a short plat at four units or less.  A city or town can now increase the 
maximum number of lots to a maximum of nine lots.36  Counties planning under the Growth 
Management Act may also do the same within the urban growth area.  Increasing the number 
of lots allowed in a short plat streamlines the permit process for subdivisions of eight lots or 
less.   
 
Increasing the maximum size of short plats reduces the costs to subdivide larger parcels.  In 
most cases, the review of these larger parcels requires no greater scrutiny than smaller parcels.  
Short plats typically do not require lengthy public notices or approval by city councils or hearing 
examiners.  Oftentimes they are processed in a manner similar to other building permits.  The 
following jurisdictions expanded their definition of short plats. 
 

Figure 2-6: Localities with Expanded Short Plat Definitions 
 

 Arlington  Bellevue  Bonney Lake 
 Burien  Everett  Fife 
 Kent  King County (within UGAs)  Kirkland 
 Kitsap County  Lake Stevens  Marysville 
 Redmond  Renton  SeaTac 
 Seattle  Snohomish County  Tukwila 

Source:  Municipal Research and Services Center  

o More Information 

 Municipal Research and Services Center (MRSC): SUBDIV IS I ONS  

 WAC  365-196-820  

                                                        
34  RCW 58.17.140 
35  RCW 58.17.060 
36  RCW 58.17.020 (6) 
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Affordable Housing Strategies  
Since the passage of the National Housing Act of 1937, literally hundreds of affordable housing 
programs have come and gone.  Over the past few decades, local governments are playing an 
increasingly larger role to assure affordable housing.  Determining where and what type of 
housing permitted in a community falls primarily on the shoulders of local government. 
Quite often the land use and regulatory aspects of affordable housing gets little attention.  
According to the Urban Land Institute, regulatory issues may have a greater impact on 
affordable housing than conventional housing assistance programs.  These regulations 
influence the location, characteristics and cost of housing in the private market.  For this 
reason, the section in the housing element regarding affordable housing becomes critically 
important. 
 

Excessive Housing Costs 
The conventional indicator of housing affordability across the nation is the percent of income 
spent on housing.  In the 1940s, the definition of housing affordability was 20 percent of 
income.  By 1981 the threshold rose to 30 percent, which remains in effect today. 
 
The 30 percent rule implies a maximum amount of gross income that leaves a sufficient balance 
to pay other bills and provide discretionary spending.  Households who spend more than 30 
percent are considered to have excessive housing costs.  Their rent or home loan jeopardizes 
their ability to pay other bills or handle fluctuations in their finances. 
 

Figure 2-7: Excessive Housing Cost Statewide Year 2000 and Year 2011 
 

 
Year 2000 Census Yr. 2011 ACS 

Change 
Yr. 2000 to Yr. 2011 

Income 
Rental 

HH 
% Total 

HH 

% Income 
Group W/ 
Excessive 

Costs 

Rental 
HH 

% Total 
HH 

% Income 
Group W/ 
Excessive 

Costs 

Rental 
HH 

% Income 
Group W/ 
Excessive 

Costs 
    $20,000 or less 235,356  11% 83% 228,337  9% 88% -3% 6% 

    $20 - $34,999: 194,822  9% 46% 
 
189,553  

7% 75% -3% 61% 

    $35 - $49,999: 136,186  6% 14% 149,289  6% 40% 10% 188% 
    $50 - $74,999: 112,445  5% 4% 158,000  6% 17% 41% 290% 

    $75,000 - more:  70,013  3% 1% 
 
152,903  

6% 3% 118% 233% 

No Cash Rent 46,701  2%     
48,237  

2%  3%  

All Incomes 795,523  37% 37%  
926,319  

36% 47% 16% 28% 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau 
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Over the past twenty years, this ratio was relaxed by several lenders and property managers.  
They found many households can exceed the 30 percent threshold and still have enough money 
left to meet their non-housing needs.  In their eyes, the 30 percent ratio indicated a life-style 
choice.  Some households choose to pay more for amenity-laden housing or locations.   
 
For households on the lower rungs of the income ladder, the 30 percent of household income 
threshold remains as relevant today as it was over thirty years ago.  What’s more – the lower 
rungs of the income ladder keep moving up.  In particular, excessive housing cost is becoming 
the norm for renters.  In Washington State approximately half of all renters have excessive 
costs.  This represents nearly 475,000 households and a population of over one million people.  
This population is nearly evenly split between rural and urban areas.   
 
Figure 6-7 compares excessive rental costs in Year 2000 to Year 2011.  Although the number of 
rental households increased, it remains roughly at the same percentage of total households. 
The number of rental households with higher incomes substantially increased.  At the same 
time, the number of these higher income households with excessive housing cost doubled. 
 

First-time Homebuyer Index 
Homeowners have the same 30 percent threshold as renters.  The threshold for homeowners 
includes principal, interest, tax and insurance payments (PITI).  This threshold became just one 
of several hurdles that prospective homebuyers must overcome to qualify for a loan.  Lenders 
also looked at prospective homebuyers total debt load.  FHA-insured mortgages use 12 percent 
criteria for non-housing debt.  In other words, a prospective homebuyer cannot have a debt of 
more than 42 percent of income.    
 

Figure 2-8: Homes Sales & First-Time Buyer Indexes 
 

 
Source:   Data compiled from Washington Center for Real Estate Research) 
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Figure 2-8 compares Washington’s annualized first-time homebuyer index to annual home 
sales.  The first-time homebuyer index measures the ability of a homebuyer to purchase their 
first home at the median sales prices.  The chart illustrates how a high first-time homebuyer 
index does not necessarily translate into an increase in home sales.  In fact, they seem to have 
an inverse relationship.  For the past ten years, with one exception (2009), as home sales fell 
the first-time homebuyer index went up.  During Year 2009 home sales increased due to federal 
income tax incentives for first-time homebuyers.   

 

As illustrated in Figure 2-7, renters with relatively high incomes cannot qualify or find an 
affordable home to purchase.  They must rent their housing units which, in turn, increases the 
demand and the price of rental housing.  Increased demand for rental housing will increase the 
rental prices sought by landlords.  As rental prices increase, likewise excessive housing costs 
increase for all income groups; which increases the demand for owner-occupied housing.  This 
increase in demand increases the purchase price of housing which results in a drop in the 
number of first-time homebuyers.  This paradox repeats itself. 
 
Breaking this vicious cycle becomes the focus of a number of affordable housing strategies.  For 
the sake of this guidebook, affordable housing strategies are grouped into the following four 
general categories.  
 

Figure 2-9: Affordable Housing Strategies 

  

More Housing Units 
--  Accessory dwelling units 
-- Cottage housing 
-- Minimum Densities 
-- No Maximum Densities 
-- Home Sharing / Co-Housing 
--  Planned Unit Developments 
--  Developer’s Agreements 

More Land for Affordable Housing 
-- Cluster subdivisions 
-- Mixed use development 
-- Manufactured housing communities 
-- Small lots and small lot districts 
-- Zero lot line development 
-- Planned unit developments 
-- Workforce housing 

Lowering the Cost to Build Housing 
-- Adaptive reuse 
-- Infill development 
-- Form based or performance zoning 
-- Community land trusts 
-- Pre-approved house plans 
-- Parking reductions 

Financial Incentives 
-- Exemption from impact fees 
 
-- Employer assisted housing 
-- Transfer of development rights 
-- Housing trust funds 
-- Office/housing linkage fees 
-- Fee and tax waivers or exemptions 
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This chapter includes a description of most of the above strategies.  The “workforce housing” 
strategy will be presented in Chapter 4: Goals, Policies and Monitoring.  Chapter 4:  Affordable 
Housing and Consolidated Plan will explain the strategies pertaining to financial incentives. 
  

More Housing Units 
 

Minimum Densities 
Development at a very low density can result in land use patterns that are difficult or more 
costly to serve with infrastructure and utilities.  Since these costs pass-on to the homebuyer, it 
raises the price of housing and, thereby, reduces affordability.  As a result, very low density 
developments limit housing choices to all but just the higher income brackets.  In turn, low-
density development may contribute to housing shortages and excessive housing costs for 
these lower income brackets.  It stimulates urban sprawl in other areas throughout the region 
as the housing market attempts to respond to the unmet demand of these lower income 
brackets.   
 
Assuming land use decisions were made to assure the availability of affordable housing choices 
for all income groups, enacting minimum densities helps make sure housing gets developed as 
planned.  In addition to housing, minimum density ordinances help ensure that housing is built 
at sufficient densities to support other amenities such as transit.  It helps reduce induced 
demand for expensive infrastructure improvements such as exit ramps off of freeways or 
widening roads in pre-existing areas.   
 
During the Great Recession, hospital districts, public facilities districts and school districts rank 
among the top governmental agencies with declining financial conditions.  These districts were 
often created by bond levies with repayment schedules that span twenty years or more.  Urban 
sprawl undermines districts' ability to repay their bonds.  Minimum density ordinances provide 
cities a tool to protect the viability of the financial investments made on past improvements 
(e.g., bonds).   
 

o More Information 

 Redmond: M INIMU M RE QUIRE D DEN SI TY ORDIN ANCE  (see Community 
Development Guide, Chapter 20C.30.25-040) 

 King County: M INIM UM DENSI TY  RE GU LA TIO NS  (see KCC 21A.12.030) and K ING 

COU NT Y ANNU A L INDI CAT O RS O F RE SIDE NT IA L DENSI TY  
 
 

No Maximum Densities  
“No-Maximum Density” ordinances are on the flip side of “minimum density” density 
ordinances.  No-maximum density ordinances remove maximum dwelling unit designations in 
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specific land use designations.  Instead of dwelling units per acre, these ordinances focus on the 
height, bulk, and design of buildings within the “unlimited density” zone.  The number of 
dwellings permitted on an “unlimited density” zoned site depends on:   

 Building envelope–height, floor area ratio, and setbacks 

 Ability to meet parking standards 

 Local market conditions 
 

Design criteria become particularly important in areas with “unlimited density” zones.  
Residents who live near the areas often voice concerns about the impact such high density 
developments will have on their neighborhoods.  Design standards such as transitional height, 
setback, and landscaping standards help abate these concerns.  In fact, these developments 
often provide amenities that residents might desire, such as better access to transit, retail 
shopping and entertainment.   
 
“Unlimited Density” zones appear on maps where high density development is particularly 
desired, like downtown districts and transit oriented developments. This tool benefits housing 
development by allowing site developers to make efficient use of land and maximize height and 
floor area ratios to help achieve the community’s desired urban form. Given the impact of 
parking requirements on the effectiveness of this tool, communities sometimes will reduce 
parking requirements.  In these cases, the development truly depends on transit or non-
motorized vehicles as its main mode of transportation. 
 
The following jurisdictions do not set maximum densities in downtown zoning districts or 
transit station areas:   

 Bellevue:  CHAPTER 20.25A   

 Everett: EVERETT MUN IC IPA L CODE ,  T IT LE  19  (See the B-3, Central Business District, 
Broadway Mixed Use)  

 

Shared Living or Cohousing Communities 
Cohousing refers to communities designed with the intent to share certain facilities and 
sometimes activities such as childcare, eldercare, gardening, travel and cooking.  The residents 
of the community own it.  Common facilities may include kitchen, dining room, childcare 
facilities, offices, internet access, cable, guest room, recreational facilities, conference rooms 
and sometimes automobiles and multi-passenger vans. 
 
The land-use design features of cohousing communities typically include low-rise apartments to 
townhouses to clustered detached housing (cottages).  They tend to keep parking at the 
periphery of the development to promote walking through the neighborhood.  Since housing 
tends to cluster, it leaves more land available for open spaces.   
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A couple of Washington cities have cohousing ordinances.  Other cities are considering them.  
These ordinances permit cohousing in single-family designated land uses.  The City of 
Bellingham requires a special use permit for co-housing.  The application for this permit 
requires public meetings to gather input from neighbors.  It requires the submittal of articles of 
incorporation that establish the cohousing or neighborhood association as a legal entity.  The 
permit application requires a site plan comparable to other multi-family developments.  In 
particular, the site plan needs to identify the location of buildings, parking, common areas, 
pedestrian walkways and designated open spaces.   
 
Cohousing communities appear in both urban and rural settings.  It offers ways and means to 
retrofit existing homes into affordable housing.  It directly addresses the problems associated 
with urban sprawl.  Several “organic” co-housing communities appear in rural areas.  For 
instance, large ranches often provide housing or space for their laborers.  Either intentionally or 
over time these communities turn into cohousing developments. 
 

o More Information 

 C IT Y OF BE LLI N GHA M (BELLIN GHAM MU NIC IP AL  CODE 20.10.048) 

 C IT Y OF PO RT TOW NSE N D (ROSEW IND COHOU SI NG-PUD) 

 Examples of Cohousing Communities: 

 MCKEN ZIE  GRE EN  CO M MONS  (Bellingham) 

  DUW AMISH COHO USIN G (SE AT TLE)  

  W INS LOW COHOU SIN G (BAIN BRI D GE IS LAN D)  

 SHARIN GW O OD CO HOUS IN G CO MMU NI TY (Snohomish County) 
 

 
Planned-Unit Developments   
A planned-unit development (PUD) is a regulatory process that allows greater flexibility and 
higher densities in exchange for the provision of specific public benefits (e.g., multi-family 
housing developments, parks, playgrounds and/or sites for future schools).   PUDs increase the 
developer’s rate of return (or capitalization rate) in areas with high land costs; while, at the 
same time, offering a greater variety of affordable housing choices.  In some cases, PUDs 
provide a mix of housing types and choices in conjunction with space for commercial and 
industrial development. 
 

o More Information:  

 MRSC,  PLA NNE D UN IT  DEVELOPMENT/PLANNE D RES IDEN TIA L  DEVE LOPMENT  

 PSRC,  TOO L:  PLANNE D  UNI T DE VELOP ME NT   
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Development Agreements 
A development agreement are a voluntarily contract between local governments and a 
developer, detailing the obligations of both parties and specifying the standards and conditions 
that will govern development of the property.  They are binding on the participants and their 
successors.   
 
Development agreements often get used in land use designations that already allow high 
densities, for example a multi-family zone that allows both single family and multifamily 
housing.  The agreement includes conditions such as mitigation measures.  It may provide 
various incentives (e.g., reduced impact fees or installation of water/sewer lines) in exchange 
for achieving higher densities.   
 
The agreement may also include provisions for the enforcement of regulations.  For example, 
some agreements include fees paid by the developer in order for the local jurisdiction to 
dedicate the staff required to quickly review permits and conduct the inspections required for 
new buildings and streets. 

o More Information:  

 MRSC, DEVELO PMEN T AGREE MEN TS  
 
 

More Land for Affordable Housing 
Small Lot Development 
A number of innovative single family housing 
techniques exist that encourage housing 
diversity while maintaining the single-family 
character of a neighborhood.  Chief among 
them are small-lot developments. 
 
Reducing land and infrastructure costs 
through small-lot housing alternatives 
translates into lower per unit housing costs 
or, in other words, affordable housing.  These 
strategies emphasize maintaining the single 
family character of a neighborhood.  At the 
same time, they create opportunities for 
rental housing in areas that typically do not 
have it. 
 
Small lot development allows single family 
homes to be built on lots that are smaller 

Figure 2-10: Small Lot Line Housing 
 

 
Source:   Washington Dept. of Commerce 

 Growth Management Services 
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than typically allowed in single family zoning districts.  These developments fit a number of 
situations.  For instance, they can use fragmented lots that normally would be undeveloped.   
Small lot development may also be used in greenfield development.  It is often in combination 
with short plats, lot size averaging, cottage housing and cluster developments. 

o More Information 

 Everett: SMALL-LO T S I N GLE-FA MI LY DWE LLI NG A ND DU PLEX DEVE LOP ME NT I NF I LL  

STAN DA RDS  

 Marysville: SMALL LO T R ESIDEN TIA L DESI GN  GU ID E LINE S AN D EXA MP LES  [pdf] 

 Mountlake Terrace: HOUS IN G CH OICE S ORD INA N CE  

 Kirkland: SMALL LO T S IN G LE-FA MI LY ZONIN G REQ UIRE MEN TS  
 

 
Zero Lot Line Developments 
Zero-lot-line-development places a house on a lot so that one wall is on the property boundary. 
It allows houses in a development on a common street frontage to shift to one side of their lot.  
This technique maximizes greater usable yard space on small lots.   
 
Some jurisdictions include townhouse or condominium development as zero-lot-line-
development.  In the case of townhouses, both side walls fall along the property boundary.  In 
essence, the lot line separates the units that are for sale.  
 
Other variations on the original zero lot line concept include Angled Z-lots.  These lots turn the 
home at a 45-degree angle to the street, which enhances visual appeal and makes it possible to 
add more windows without compromising privacy.  
 
Another variation includes Zipper lots.  Zipper lots vary the depths of rear lot lines.  They 
concentrate open space on one side of the lot, making wider lots possible with only garages 
located on the property line.  
 
 

Form-Based or Performance Zoning 
In contrast to traditional zoning, performance zoning does not regulate land use.  Instead, it 
establishes neighborhood compatibility, transportation, open space and other standards that 
developments must meet. Developments are rated on their performance, and those that score 
sufficient points in the appropriate categories are approved. 

 
Performance zoning is effective at increasing diversity and mixing uses.  Benefits include a 
flexible approach to development that responds to changing market conditions. Performance 
zoning eliminates the need for conditional use permits and rezone amendments.   
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Disadvantages of performance zoning include increased time to review and process subdivision 
applications.  The amount of time required for review may exceed the time for traditional 
zoned land use.   
 
Performance zoning works best in areas with unique features and challenges.  For instance, 
subdivisions with critical areas might find performance zoning enables greater density and land 
use than traditional zoning.  Performance zoning may also work to stimulate innovative urban 
design that might transform an area’s neighborhood character.   
 

o More Information:  

– PSRC  HOUS IN G TOO L BOX :  PE RFO RMA N CE ZONI NG  (one page brief with links to 
several good code examples and articles.  

– Washington State examples include:  

o Battle Ground Municipal Code CH .  17.135  - Supplementary Regulations for 
Specific Uses.  

o North Bend Municipal Code TABLE .  18.10.050  - Land Use Performance 
Standards (Scroll to table).  

o See Municipal Research Service Center, Form Based Code in Washington 
State ,  for more examples. 

 
 

Lowering the Cost to Build Housing 
 

Adaptive Reuse 
Rental housing, just like any other commercial asset, depreciates over time.  The Internal 
Revenue Service estimates the straight-line depreciation of rental housing at 27.5 years.37  
More than half of all rental units in Washington were built 36 years ago.  The depreciation of 
rental housing stock represents a particularly acute problem in rural counties.   
 
Figure 6-11 represents the top 10 counties in Washington with the oldest rental housing stock.  
The median age of the rental units in these ten counties is 45 years.  
 
The “Housing Profile” in the housing element should identify the number of rental units within 
a community.  The Census data used to generate the housing profile also includes data 

                                                        
37  IRS Publication 946 
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regarding tenure by housing type and age built.  
This information will indicate the magnitude of the 
problem in the community.   
 
Replacing rental properties with new rental units 
becomes an expensive proposition.  In Washington, 
more than one-third of all rental properties are 
single-family homes.38 On the other hand, repairing 
these housing units reduces their depreciation and 
increase their longevity and utility.  Housing repair 
and adaptive reuse programs represent a cost-
effective way to maintain affordable housing 
stocks. In addition, improvements that focus on 
reducing energy cost make these housing units 
even more affordable.   
 

o More Information 

 Housing Finance Commission:  

COMP LIAN CE  AN D PRE SE RVA TI ON TEA M  

 USDA Rural Development: MUTUAL 

SELF-HELP TECHNI CA L ASSIS TANCE  

GRA NTS  and MULTI FA MI LY  HOUS IN G 

PRE SER VAT ION  AN D REV ITA L IZA TIO N  

 

Community Land Trusts 
A Community Land Trust (CLT) is a non-profit corporation that acquires parcels of land and then 
holds on to them in perpetuity.  The CLT conveys interest in the property through long-term 
ground leases.  Tenants retain ownership of the structural improvements on the land.  They 
may transfer this ownership to other buyers.  However, the CLT retains a preemptive option to 
purchase any structural improvements at a price determined by formula.  These formulas 
typically are designed to keep the improvements affordable. 
 
The federal Housing and Community Development Act of 1992 designated CLTs as Community 
Housing Development Organizations (CHDOs).  This designation made them eligible for federal 
funding (e.g., HUD CDBG and HOME funds).  Over the years, CLTs became an effective means to 
create and ensure permanent affordable housing. 
 
Today many CLTs work in tandem with local governments to generate affordable housing.   
State and local governments provide CLTs operating support and financial assistance.  CLTs play 
a major role in structuring first-time homebuyer programs.  The CLT program makes the home 
                                                        
38  U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 American Survey, B25003:  Tenure 

Figure 2-11: Median Age of Rental Housing 
Top 10 Washington Counties 

 

 Renter 
Occupied 

Median 
Age of 
Rental 

@ Washington 1977 36 

Garfield 1939 74 

Lincoln 1958 55 

Wahkiakum 1958 55 

Columbia 1964 49 

Klickitat 1964 49 

Cowlitz 1968 45 

Walla Wall 1970 43 

Chelan 1971 42 

Grays Harbor 1971 42 

Okanogan 1972 41 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Decennial Census 
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more affordable because the homebuyer needs to finance only the improvements.  Since the 
CLT maintains ownership of the land in perpetuity, the home remains affordable to future 
homebuyers as well. 
 

o More Information 

 NATI ONA L COM MUNI TY  LAND  TRU ST NE TW O RK  

 THE NOR THWE ST COM M UNIT Y LAND  TRU ST COA LI TIO N  

 KULSH AN COM MUNI TY  LAND TRUS T I N BE LLIN GH AM  

 WASHI NGTON  ASSO CIA T ION O F LA ND TRUS T  
 
 

Specific Housing Issues and Strategies 
Jobs to Housing Balance  
Jobs-to-housing balance often surfaces as a key policy issue – 
particularly by planners and policy makers stuck in traffic for 
great lengths of time.  The ratio implies that by achieving 
parity between the number of jobs and the number of 
housing, a city can reduce car travel, expand housing choices 
and generally improve the quality of life.  Achieving these 
objectives is undoubtedly worthwhile. 
 
Rising fuel prices brings this ratio to the forefront much more 
often.  An increase in the price of gasoline causes a 
corresponding decrease in the consumption of other 
commodities.  The jobs-to-housing balance suggests the 
need to reduce vehicle miles traveled.  Advocates of the 
jobs-to-housing balance contend decreasing the distance 
between jobs and housing will mitigate the impact of rising 
fuel costs. 
 
In 2011, the average Washington resident spent twenty-five 
minutes commuting to work.  Both rural and urban residents 
share the reality of long commutes.  Figure 2-12 presents the 
counties with above average commute times.   
 
Jobs-to-housing parity seems like a logical solution to reducing traffic congestion and commute 
costs.  Parity refers to achieving a jobs-to-housing mix of 0.75 to 1.50 jobs per housing unit.  A 
ratio less than 0.75 indicate a shortage of jobs and ratio above 1.50 indicates a shortage of 
housing.  Unfortunately, the solutions to these imbalances are not quite that simple. 
 

Figure 2-12 
Commute Time of Top 10 Counties 

JURISDICTION ESTIMATE 
(minutes) 

@ Washington 25.5  
Mason 31.9 
Wahkiakum 31.7 
Kitsap 29.9 
Pend Oreille 29.6 
Skamania 29.4 
Snohomish 29.3 
Pierce 28.7 
Stevens 27.9 
Island 26.9 
Lewis 26.8 
King 26.6 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 
Decennial Census 
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Residents consider a number of factors when they make decisions regarding where they will 
work and where they live.  The factors a resident considers when looking for a job are very 
different from the factors they consider when looking for a place to live.   
 
Furthermore, the economies in most areas extend beyond jurisdictional boundaries.   Analyzing 
the mix between jobs and housing requires a regional perspective.  Expanding the area of a 
given location likewise increases the factors that need consideration.  As a result, the utility of 
the jobs-to-housing ratio begins to diminish.  It does not capture the decision-making process 
that will lead to decreasing traffic congestion, increasing housing choices or improving quality 
of life.   
 
The jobs-to-housing ratio serves more as an indicator than a policy objective.  It suggests the 
need for a broader strategy.  For instance, these strategies might include the following: 

 More transportation choices. 

 More affordable housing choices. 

 Facilitating mixed use and infill development. 

 Promoting transit-oriented developments. 

 Designating areas for retail activities within residential neighborhoods. 

 Developing more effective transportation demand strategies. 

 Regional and urban design strategies that optimize the use of public transportation. 
 
The distribution of jobs and housing -- in particular the distance between the two – create some 
real problems.  Developing effective strategies to reduce traffic congestion and commute times 
accomplishes a number of objectives – including affordable housing.   
Although jobs-to-housing balance pertains more to traffic congestion, reducing commute time 
or commute costs indirectly affects affordable housing.  Including the jobs-to-housing balance 
in the housing element may serve as a call to action for strategies in other elements of the 
comprehensive plan (e.g., transportation element, land use element and capital facilities plan).  
Over time this indicator might indicate progress toward common objectives. 
 

Housing-Transportation Affordability Index  
The previous chapter presented the Housing-Transportation (H-T) Index.  The H-T Index offers 
an expanded view of housing affordability by combining transportation costs to housing costs.  
It uses this average to suggest a combined housing-transportation standard of 45 percent of 
income.   
 
Policy-makers give the H-T Index increasingly more attention whenever the price of gasoline 
increases.   For instance, a 2010 study found lower-income neighborhoods with high walkability 
scores tend to have lower default and foreclosure rates.  These residents tend to have more 
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disposable income because they spend less money on transportation.  They subsequently have 
more funds to cover fluctuations in their income.   
 
In 2012 HUD’s Office of Sustainable Housing and Communities, in partnership with the 
Department of Transportation, kicked-off its Housing and Transportation Affordability Initiative.  
HUD intends to incorporate the results of its research into programs and policies that promote 
greater housing and transportation affordability in HUD-assisted communities. 
 
In the meantime, the H-T Index primarily serves as an indicator to buttress the development of 
transit-oriented developments (TODs).  For instance, an EPA study compared the energy cost of 
a household in a single–family, detached home in a conventional suburban development to a 
house of the same size in a compact, transit-oriented neighborhood (TOD).  They found the 
TOD household uses 38 percent less energy.  If that home included Energy Star energy 
efficiency measures and if the residents drove a fuel-efficient car, then the household’s total 
energy use would be reduced by 53 percent compared to the conventional, low-density 
suburban scenario. 
 
 

Transit-Oriented Developments 
Transit oriented developments (TODs) refer to residential and commercial centers designed to 
maximize access by transit and non-motorized transportation.   TODs may start as a “TOD 
Overlay Zone” which is a floating zone that overlays existing land uses regulations.  A TOD 
Overlay Zone encourages new development that supports transit use.   
 
A TOD neighborhood typically has at its center a transit station surrounded by relatively high-
density development with progressively lower-density development spreading outward from 
the center. TODs generally are located within a radius of one-quarter to one-half mile from a 
transit stop.  This distance represents a reasonable distance accessible by pedestrians and 
school children. 
 
TOD overlays implement some or all of the following characteristics: 
 

 Mixed Uses:  Land uses are mixed and may include shops, restaurants, public services 
such as schools and community centers, and a variety of housing choices including 
below market-rate housing. 

 Increasing Housing Variety and Affordability:  TOD overlays and mixed uses allow 
increases in density and floor area ratio to develop in commercial centers where the 
underlying zoning would not otherwise permit.  

 Compact Development: Development around station areas is compact, with medium to 
high densities. 
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 Neighborhood Center:  Transit station areas are complemented by concentrations of 
business, civic and cultural activities that support vibrant street life. 

 Parking Management:  Parking around transit station areas is limited and requirements 
are reduced. 

 Pedestrian and Bicycle Friendly Design:  Streets around transit station areas encourage 
walking and bicycling. 

 Links Job Centers With Transit:  Jobs tend to cluster along major urban travel corridors.  
Transforming these job centers into compact, mixed-use districts increases commute 
trips and riders of mass transit.39 

 

An overlay could be applied to a variety of areas; for example, a neighborhood bus-transfer 
center or a commuter rail station.  The size of the district and degree of development intensity 
permitted by the district is tied to the size of the transit center. Urban centers are often served 
by transit hubs and make great places to apply TOD overlays. 
 
Along these lines, the Puget Sound Regional Council and the Thurston County Regional Planning 
Council are developing “Corridor Action Strategies.”  These strategies focus on the ways and 
means to develop more jobs and housing in areas associated with transit investments.  Catalyst 
demonstration and case study projects include corridor neighborhoods in Tacoma’s South 
Downtown, East King County’s Bel-Red Corridor, Northgate in Seattle and Capital Boulevard in 
Tumwater.  The plans implemented in these areas will become templates for sustainable 
development throughout the state.   
 

o More Information 

 RECONN EC TIN G AME RI CA  

 CENTE R FO R TRAN SI T-ORIE NTED  DEVE LO PME N T  

 CENTE R FO R NE I GHBORH OOD TE CH NOLO GY  

 Examples:   

 City of Vancouver, WA: TRA NSI T  OVE RLA Y D IST RI CT  CODE  

 Seattle: STATION AREA  PLAN  
 
 
 

                                                        
39  Center for Transit-Oriented Development, Planning for TOD at the Regional Scale, page 6 
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Special Housing Segments 
GMA requires housing elements to:  “identify sufficient land for housing, including, but not 
limited to, government-assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured 
housing, multifamily housing, and group homes and foster care facilities.40” 
 

Manufactured Housing 
Manufactured homes offer affordable housing choices in communities throughout Washington 
State.  Manufactured homes refer to mobile 
housing constructed after 1976.  Compared to 
mobile housing constructed prior to 1976, 
manufactured housing meets a rigorous set of 
building code requirements. 
 
The Manufactured Home Institute estimates a 
manufactured home costs less than half the cost 
of a site-built home.  Manufactured housing 
appears on both single-family lots and in 
manufactured home parks.   
 
The Washington State legislature found national 
manufactured housing construction standards 
(42 U.S.C. Sec. 5401-5403) were equivalent to 
the state's uniform building code.  They enacted legislation to require allowing manufactured 
housing on single-family lots.41  They must comply with the local design standards applicable to 
other homes in the neighborhood; for instance, placement of manufactured homes on a 
permanent foundation.   
 
Prior to 2008 the total number of manufactured housing communities declined.  Many 
converted into subdivisions.  Some communities enacted ordinances designed to preserve 
manufactured home communities.  They recognize closure of manufactured housing as a public 
safety issue that may result in the dislocation of homeowners, in particular senior citizens.  
Jurisdictions can protect manufactured home communities in the following ways: 

 Creating zoning classifications or standards that restrict other uses. 

 Enacting mobile home park conversion ordinances. 

 Exempting manufactured homes relocated due to park closures from new building 
regulations. 

 Purchasing/transferring land development rights associated with the underlying 
property. 

                                                        
40  RCW 36.70A.070(2)(c) 
41  RCW 35.21.684, 35.63.160, 35A.21.312, and 36.01.225 

Figure 2-13 
Cost & Size Comparisons: Year 2012 

 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau 
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o More Information 

 COM MERCE  HO ME RE LO CATI ON A SS IS TAN CE    

 MRSC:  LO CA L LAN D US E  RE GU LAT ION OF  MAN UFAC TU RED HOUSI N G  

 EXAMP LES  O F MAN UFA CTURED HOME  PAR K ZON ES  

 LYN NWOO D :  LYNN WOO D MU NIC IP AL  CODE   

 BOTHEL L:  LAN D USE  ELE MENT  OF  CO MP RE HE NSI VE  PLAN  [PD F]  AN D BOT HEL L 

MUNI CI PA L CODE  (SECT I ON 12.04.100) 

 TUMWATE R MHP  MA N UFACTU RED HOME  PARK  ZONE (TMC  18.49) 
 

 

Multi-Family Housing 
Multifamily housing refers to a broad range of residential development types that are 
characterized by multiple dwelling units contained in a single building or otherwise adjoined by 
shared walls.  Multifamily development may be constructed at different scales (e.g., low-rise, 
mid-rise, high-rise) depending on the character of the neighborhood.   It may also include 
different types of tenure (e.g., condominiums) and range of different incomes.   
 
Multi-Unit Housing Tax Incentives (RCW 84.14):  In 2007, the state Legislature adopted the 
multi-unit housing property tax exemption aimed at stimulating new or enhanced residential 
opportunities in urban centers and achieving the housing goal mandated by the GMA. 
Jurisdictions planning under the GMA that meet the eligibility requirements can offer up to 12 
years (if affordable housing is provided) of property tax exemption to developers for building 
multiple-unit housing of four or more units in a residential targeted area in the urban growth 
area as designated by the jurisdiction. The units developed under this program could be rental, 
home- ownership housing or a mix of both. 
 

o More Information:  

– WASHI NGTON  STA TE LE GIS LATI ON  

– MRSC  TAX EXE MP TION  

– C IT Y OF SEA TTLE  MFTE  PRO GR AM  

– C IT Y OF SP OK ANE MFTE  PRO GRAM  
 
Condominiums or condos provide a form of housing similar to apartments.  They look 
essentially the same.  What defines one from the other is the form of ownership.  Condo 
owners own the air space above the ground upon which it sits.  Their property boundaries are 
determined by a legal document known as a Declaration, which condominium owners record.  
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Condominium owners can sell and transfer ownership of the condominium.  Anything outside 
the condo boundary is held in an undivided ownership interest by a corporation known as a 
“master association.”  Master associations are profit or non-profit corporations that exercise 
powers on behalf of the entire condominium development.42  
A condominium generally costs less than a similarly sized single-family home.  Even with the 
HOA fees, which are used for maintenance of shared features like landscaping, the total 
monthly costs tend to be lower.  Condominiums also offer amenities such as maintenance-free 
living and convenient locations.  Condominiums often appear in mixed-use developments. 
 
Micro-units present another form of multi-family housing.  They are relatively small housing 
units – even smaller than a typical apartment.  These smaller units appeal to young, single 
professionals who want the convenience of living in a high-cost city but at a lower rental price.  
They often have not yet accumulated extra stuff.  The emergence of e-books, online video 
streaming and digital music means they do not need space to store books, movies or compact 
discs.  In some cases, they have multipurpose furniture like a lofted bed with a desk or chest of 
drawers underneath it.   
 
Other than smaller, micro-units differ from apartments in other ways.  In Seattle, micro-units 
are groupings of up to eight residents within a household who share a common kitchen.  Each 
resident has a bedroom with a private bathroom.  Micro-housing may take the form of 
townhouses, rowhouses, or even apartment like structures.  They represent a group housing 
arrangement similar to college dormitories.   
 
Micro-units require unique design criteria and development regulations.  For instance, the City 
of Seattle limits them only to areas designated for multifamily housing.  Seattle requires off-
street parking; although at a reduced rate compared to apartments.  They require parking for 
bicycles.  Seattle address the livability of micro-units by making sure they have adequate 
common area for functions such as cooking, dining, doing laundry and social gatherings.  They 
require the total amount of common space such as shared kitchens or lounges be at least 10% 
of the area in all of the building’s sleeping rooms.  

o More Information 

– WASHI NGTON  MU L TI-FA MI LY HOUS IN G ASS OCI A TION  

– WASHI NGTON  STA TE CH APTE R COM MUN IT Y ASS OCIA TI ONS INST ITU TE  

 

Group Homes and Foster Care Facilities: 
From the perspective of property taxes, the term "group home" means a single-family dwelling 
financed, in whole or in part, by a non-profit organization that provides rental housing to very 

                                                        
42  RCW 64.34: Condominiums 
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low-income households.  The residents of a group home do not jointly constitute a household, 
but rather each resident is a separate household occupying a separate dwelling unit.43  
 
Sometimes, but not always, housing is provided by organizations that also offer various services 
for individuals with disabilities living in the group homes.  The operator of these group homes, 
rather than the individuals who live in the home, interacts with local government in seeking 
permits and making requests for reasonable accommodations on behalf of those individuals. 
 
In addition to the requirements for housing elements, GMA also stipulates: 

“Treatment of residential structures occupied by persons with handicaps.  No 
county or city that plans or elects to plan under this chapter may enact or 
maintain an ordinance, development regulation, zoning regulation or official 
control, policy, or administrative practice which treats a residential structure 
occupied by persons with handicaps differently than a similar residential 
structure occupied by a family or other unrelated individuals. As used in this 
section, "handicaps" are as defined in the federal fair housing amendments act of 
1988 (42 U.S.C. Sec. 3602).”44 

 
The above reference defines a handicapped person to include (1) individuals with a physical or 
mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities; (2) individuals who 
are regarded as having such impairment; and (3) individuals with a record of such impairment.  
The term "physical or mental impairment" includes, but is not limited to, such diseases and 
conditions as cerebral palsy, autism, epilepsy, muscular dystrophy, multiple sclerosis, Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus Infection (HIV), mental retardation, emotional illness, drug addiction 
(other than addiction caused by current, illegal use of a controlled substance) and alcoholism. 
 
In regards to land use policies, residential structures refer to the use of the building or property 
rather than the building or property itself. In other words, cities and counties may not treat 
structures that house handicapped people differently than structures that house anyone else.  
This prohibition includes modifications to the building.  Cities and counties cannot prohibit 
reasonable accommodations that allow handicapped people access to their property or the use 
of features within their property.   
 
In addition, cities and counties must have development regulations that make accessible to 
handicapped persons commercial structures and apartments that provide more than four units.  
Housing consisting of four or more units that were built for first occupancy after March 13 1991 
must comply with the seven design and construction requirements of the Fair Housing Act.  
These requirements include:  

 Accessible Entrance on an Accessible Route  

 Accessible Public and Common-Use Areas  

                                                        
43  RCW 84.36.560(7)(a) 
44  RCW 36.70A.410 
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 Usable Doors and Accessible Routes Into and Through the Dwelling Unit  

 Accessible Light Switches, Electrical Outlets, Thermostats, and Environmental Controls  

 Reinforced Walls in Bathrooms  

 Usable Kitchens and Bathrooms 
 

The above requirements do not prohibit local governments from regulating land use as long as 
they do not discriminate against the residents on the basis of handicap (or disability).  For 
instance, they may enact occupancy limits provided these limits apply to everybody.  For 
example, development regulations that cap the total number of people who can occupy a 
housing unit protect public safety – provided the regulation applies to everybody regardless of 
the physical abilities and familial status.   
 
Some jurisdictions encourage the use of “Universal Design Standards.”  Universal design strives 
to use building features and elements that, to the greatest extent possible, can be used by 
everybody.  For example, standard electrical receptacles can be placed higher than usual above 
the floor, standard for wider doors can be selected, and steps at entrances can be eliminated to 
make housing more universally accessible to all. 

o More Information 

– WASHI NGTON  STA TE DE PA RTME N T OF SOC IA L A ND HEA LTH SE RV ICES ,  

DEVELOPMENT AL D I SA BI LI T IES  D I V IS ION  

– D ISA BI L IT Y R I GHTS WA S HIN GT ON  

– COLU M BIA  LE GA L SE RV I CES  

 

Overcrowding 
Every two years the U.S. Census Bureau conducts its “American Housing Survey.”  This survey 
provides information on a wide variety of housing subjects – including overcrowding.  
 
Overcrowded living units  measure the likelihood of various public health concerns.  
Undoubtedly a number of other factors contribute to poor health conditions.  For instance, 
overcrowded housing is symptomatic of poverty, lack of health care, poor diets and a number 
of other living conditions that affect health.  Nonetheless, overcrowded living units provide one 
of many measurements where certain health conditions may become more prevalent.  HUD 
references the following study done in Great Britain in its report, Measuring Overcrowding in 
Housing.45 
 

                                                        
45  Office of Policy Development and Research, Measuring Overcrowding in Housing, U.S. Dept. of Housing and 

Urban Development, September 2007, page 3 
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Figure 2-14:  Increased Incidences Relative to Overcrowding46 
 

Measure Persons Per Room 
Physical Health  
Child Mortality > 1.50 prp 
Respiratory Conditions >1.00 prp 
Children’s Bronchitis > 1.50 prp 
Meningococcal Disease in Children Under 5 Yrs. > 1.50 prp 
Stomach Cancer Mortality >1.00 prp 
Mental Health  
Psychiatric Symptoms >1.00 prp 
Mental Illness >0.75 prp 
Reading and Mathematical Testing > 1.50 prp 
Personal Safety  
Accidents > 1.50 prp 
Child Maltreatment >1.00 prp 

 
Statistics regarding overcrowding or “under-housed” living units also points to several potential 
concerns and problems.  For instance, overcrowded housing indicates the size of a community’s 
potential homeless population.  Overcrowding is one of the most common causes of 
homelessness (http://nlihc.org/article/overcrowding-most-common-cause-homelessness).  
Communities or neighborhoods with above average persons per room rates will likely have a 
relatively large homeless population. 
 
Although the definition of overcrowded housing may vary from household to household, some 
common standards exist.  HUD funded housing must comply with occupancy standards that 
stipulate the number of occupants per bedroom.  A HUD Notice of Statement of Policy 
published in the Federal Register on December 18, 1998, states that “…an occupancy policy of 
two persons in a bedroom, as a general rule, is reasonable under the Fair Housing Act.”   
 
Another common standard is persons per room.  This statistic is available in the American 
Housing Survey.  A common definition is a housing unit with more than one person per room 
would be considered overcrowded.  For instance, a household with five people living in a two-
bedroom apartment with a living room, kitchen and bathroom (five rooms).  
 
Another metric is square feet per person.  Measuring Overcrowding in Housing defines 
overcrowded housing units as having less than 165 square feet per person.  In other words, a 
four-person household living in a housing unit of less than 600 square feet would be considered 
overcrowded. 
 

                                                        
46  Ibid 
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Overcrowded housing has always been a relatively small percentage of total housing units.  
According to the American Housing Survey, approximately 76 percent of all housing units have 
less than 0.50 persons per room.  Approximately 67 percent of rental housing has less than 0.50 
persons per room.  Out of the remaining 33 percent of rental units, only five percent have more 
than one person per room. 

o More Information 

– HUD’s Measuring Overcrowding in Housing 

– Sustainable Communities Index (see HH.1.e – Overcrowding)  

 

Social Equity  
Recent studies suggest that inequality hinders growth, while greater racial and social inclusion 
corresponds with more robust economic growth (America’s Tomorrow: Equity Is the Superior 
Growth Model, PolicyLink, 2011).  Equitable development requires deliberate consideration of 
social equity impacts.  It requires implementation of strategies designed to make certain that 
disadvantaged communities participate in, and benefit from, decisions that determine the 
course of development in their neighborhoods and regions.  
 

“Social Equity means all people can attain the resources and opportunities that 
improve their quality of life and enable them to reach their full potential. 
Addressing the history of inequities in the systems we work in and their on-going 
impacts in our communities is a shared responsibility. Social equity also means 
that those affected by poverty, communities of color, and historically 
marginalized communities have leadership and influence in decision making 
processes, planning, and policy-making. Together we can leverage our collective 
resources to create communities of opportunity.”47  

 
GMA strives to protect property owners from “arbitrary and discriminatory actions” (GMA Goal 
No. 6).  Many jurisdictions have fair housing laws designed to protect the rights of all residents 
– including tenants.  These laws prohibit discrimination because of race, color, national origin, 
religion, gender, disability, familial status and sexual orientation.  Local fair housing laws may 
cover additional groups such as marital status, age and participation in Section 8 Programs. 
 
The Housing for Older Persons Act (HOPA) is an amendment to the federal Fair Housing Act.  
Under this law, a housing development that qualifies as senior housing can refuse to rent to 
families with children provided it meet these requirements.   

1. HUD designated elderly housing. 

2. Housing for residents who are 62 or older, whether private or assisted 

                                                        
47  Puget Sound Regional Council, Equity, Opportunity, And Sustainability In The Central Puget Sound Region,  

May 2012, Page 3 – 4 
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3. Housing intended and operated for occupancy by residents who are 55 years of age or 
older. For 55 or older housing, the following criteria must be met: 

a. At least 80 percent of the occupied rentals are occupied by at least one person who 
is 55 years of age or older; and  

b. The owner or management of the housing facility/community must publish and 
adhere to policies and procedures that demonstrate an intent to provide housing for 
persons 55 or older; and  

c. The facility or housing community complies with rules issued by HUD for verification 
of occupancy through reliable surveys and affidavits. 

 
HOPA covers housing communities or facilities that are governed by a common set of rules, 
regulations or restrictions. Typical examples include: a condominium association, a cooperative, 
homeowner/tenant associations, leased property under common private ownership, 
manufactured housing community, mobile home park and land use designations that 
specifically focus on housing for older people. 
 
The Fair Housing Act gives the Department of Housing and Urban Development the power to 
investigate complaints of discrimination, including complaints about local government using its 
land use and zoning laws to unlawfully discriminate.  In matters involving zoning and land use, 
HUD refers the matter to the Department of Justice which, in its discretion, may decide to sue 
the local government. 
 
Local governments ought to do more than just not discriminate.  The Fair Housing Act, along 
with other regulations, encourages local governments to take steps to affirmatively further fair 
housing.  While there is no statutory definition of Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing  
Goals, HUD offers the following suggestions.48 

 Analyzing and eliminating housing discrimination in the jurisdiction;  

 Promoting fair housing choice for all persons;  

 Providing opportunities for inclusive patterns of housing occupancy, regardless of race, 
color, religion, sex, familial status, disability, and national origin;  

 Promoting housing that is structurally accessible to and usable by all persons, 
particularly persons with disabilities; and  

 Fostering compliance with the non-discrimination provision of the Fair Housing Act 
 
Many communities enact ordinances or policies regarding fair housing.  Typically, these 
ordinances or policies designate a local government official or an agency as the responsible 

                                                        
48  Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity, Fair Housing Planning Guide, U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban 

Development, March, 1996 
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entity to process fair housing complaints.  The following organizations advocate for fair housing.  
They also provide training, education and outreach. 
 

o More Information 

 FAI R HOUS I N G IN  WAS H IN GTO N ST ATE  

 FAI R HOUS I N G CE N TER OF WA SHI NGTO N :   Phone 253-274-9523 

 NOR THWES T FAI R HOUS IN G ALL IAN CE :  Phone 509-325-2655 
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CHAPTER 3: GOALS, POLICIES, AND MONITORING 

The previous chapters show ways to gather information and analyze it.  This analysis will lead to 
some conclusions about issues, concerns or problems.  Chapter 7 discusses the development of 
policies or guidelines to fix those problems, resolve those issues or keep those concerns from 
reoccurring. 
 
No single solution or cookbook exists that will solve every community’s issues or problems 
regarding housing.  Each community is different from other communities.  What may work in 
one town may not work in another.  Solutions to housing issues and problems will vary among 
communities.   
 
This guidebook focuses on how to organize the housing element into a logical process.  It 
presents a process that identifies problems based on data regarding the unique characteristics 
of a local housing market.  This data leads to the development of goals and policies to 
accomplish specific results that will address housing issues and problems.   
 
This logical process represents a framework of specific goals and policies.  Framework refers to 
an agenda of potential actions to achieve certain desired results.  Initial parts of this framework 
were discussed in previous chapters.  This chapter outlines some examples of different housing 
policy frameworks.  Examples will range from generic to problem-specific policy frameworks.  
They include formats applicable to urban and rural settings. 
 
Chapter 7 focuses on housing policy frameworks in general.  Although these frameworks 
include affordable housing; the next chapter, Chapter 8:  Affordable Housing and Consolidated 
Plan will present policy frameworks that ramp-up communities’ affordable housing efforts.   
 
After the housing element is adopted, part of implementing it will include occasionally 
monitoring it.  This chapter will end with an encouragement to tell or remind the public and 
stakeholders about what the housing element is intended to accomplish.  At the same time, 
reach out to the public and ask about challenges they are encountering along the way.   
 
 
Housing Goals and Policy = Policy Framework 

Local governments face a host of tough problems.  These problems seldom lend themselves to 
easy solutions.  Resolving these problems requires more attention and work than what one 
person or one agency can do.   
 
Resolving these problems can sometimes take a few years.  For instance, the housing element 
covers a span of 20 years.  A lot can happen over such a long period.  Nonetheless, the housing 
element needs to remain relevant.  For this reason, the solutions proposed by housing 
elements tend to focus more on process or desired results rather than specific activities.   
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The housing element represents a systematic development of a course of action though the 
goals and policies.  The housing element includes a series of goals that state intended results.  It 
outlines policies that provide direction regarding how to achieve these goals.  Taken together, 
these goals and policies form the framework to tackle a community’s housing issues or 
problems. 
 
The policy framework proposed by the Growth Management Act is described in more detail in 
the Washington Administrative Code (WAC).  In particular, WAC 365.196.410(2) includes 
recommendations for meeting requirements of the housing element.   

 Housing goals and policies 

 Housing inventory 

 Housing needs analysis 

 Housing targets or capacity 

 Affordable housing provisions 

 Implementation plan 
 

This guidebook expands the above outline to include other important recommendations 
presented in WAC 365.196.410(2).  It organizes them into a logical sequence to put together 
the housing element.  The resulting policy framework looks like this: 

 Gather information (Housing inventory / Housing profile / Market analysis) 

 Define the problem (Housing needs analysis) 

 Identify housing targets (Housing targets or capacity) 

 Establish capacity (Housing targets or capacity) 

 Consider alternatives (Affordable housing) 

 Note desired market factors (Implementation plan) 

 List reasonable measures to take when problems cccur (Implementation plan) 

 Goals and policies (Goals and policies) 

 Reach out to the community (Implementation plan) 

 Tell your story (Implementation plan) 

 Repeat all of the above (at least once every eight years) 

 
Although individual housing elements may not follow the above policy framework exactly, it 
should touch on each of these factors somewhere within its contents. 
 
This chapter focuses on goals, policies and monitoring.  The contents for particular goals and 
policies were presented in Chapter 2:  Tools and Strategies.  This chapter, Chapter 3, presents 
ways to organize the housing element’s goals and policies into an implementable plan.  It refers 
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to all of the proposed goals and policies as a policy framework.  This chapter will outline various 
housing policy frameworks to achieve certain desired results. 
 
The section pertaining to monitoring the housing element after its adoption focuses on 
maintaining the public dialogue created when drafting the housing element.  This section is 
titled – Tell Your Story.  It presents a communication plan that enables periodic monitoring of 
the housing element between updates (e.g., over eight years). 

 

Goals and Policies 
Obviously, when the housing element is finished, it needs to make sense.  It needs to pass the 
taxicab driver test; in other words, a taxicab driver understands it well enough to explain it 
during a trip through city streets.  To pass this test, the housing element should present a 
logical, easily understood way to accomplish some mutually desired results. 
 
Towards this end, the housing element presents a logical framework of goals and policies.  Goal 
statements present the desired results or the outcome.  Policy statements express the intent of 
specific actions in specific circumstances, or they may offer guidance regarding what action to 
take when specific circumstances occur. 
 
Both goal and policy statements refer to a specific topic.  Each statement should include the 
values that the proposed actions will produce or generate.  Finally, the intended actions 
described in the statement should be precise enough to easily understand.  It needs to clearly 
show how these actions will produce or generate the desired values or results. 
 
These goal and policy statements will provide guidance over the coming years.  Planning 
commissioners will use them when they make their recommendations.  Planning staff will use 
them to draft new development regulations or interpret existing regulations.  Residents will use 
these goal and policy statements to safeguard their vision of their community and the character 
of their neighborhoods.   
 

Using Housing Policy Frameworks 
Policy frameworks present a logical structure of goals and policies to achieve certain desired 
results or outcomes.  This framework should become apparent in the goals and policies section 
of the housing element.  The path to the desired results or outcomes listed in the housing 
element should become clear.   
 
The policy framework, or goals and policies, may appear at the beginning or the end of the 
housing element.  Some prefer to start the housing element with their policy framework.  The 
rest of the housing element explains how and why they propose these policies.  Some claim the 
housing element’s key objective is the acceptance and/or approval of the housing element.  By 
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putting the policy framework at the beginning of the housing element, it focuses attention 
more on the future and less on the past. 
 
Others prefer to put their goals and policies, at the end of the housing element.  They prefer to 
explain how and why before they present policies regarding what to do about it.  Some claim 
this approach gets residents and stakeholders to agree on the nature of the problem before 
asking them to consider policies to resolve them.   
 
In either case, housing goals and policies need to identify the issues, concerns or problems that 
they propose to address.  They need to describe the desired results or outcomes they plan to 
achieve.  They need to lay out a logical sequence of activities that clearly relate to those desired 
results or outcomes.  Finally, they need to pass the taxicab driver test.  When asked, people 
should be able to explain what their local government plans to do to maintain the character of 
their neighborhoods and the sustainability of their housing market. 
 

Examples of Housing Policy Frameworks 
Housing policy frameworks come in all flavors.  The following represent just a few examples.  
These examples focus more on a logical process to achieve certain results or outcomes rather 
than on specific strategies or activities.  Both Chapter 1 (Housing Inventory and Needs 
Assessment) and Chapter 2 (Tools and Strategies to Address Housing Problems) present a 
number of potential strategies and actions to achieve these results or outcomes.  
 
Washington’s Growth Management Act (GMA) presents a “generic” policy framework which 
guides housing elements throughout the state.  All housing policy frameworks in GMA planning 
jurisdictions need to address the topics outlined in the GMA policy framework. 
 
Policy Intent or Purpose 
The GMA policy framework helps assure the achievement of the goals outlined in the Growth 
Management Act.  These goals range from maintaining the character of existing communities to 
safeguarding affordable housing choices in new communities.  It advances a vision of 
Washington where communities offer residents affordable housing choices and a mix of 
housing types that meets the diverse lifestyles of Washington residents.  It wants to ensure all 
residents have access to affordable housing, including people with special needs or physical 
disabilities. The GMA’s policy framework is further detailed in WAC 365-196-410.  Section (2)(f) 
recommends an implementation plan, which should include the following components. 
 

GMA Housing Policy Framework 
 Preservation of Neighborhood Character 

o Range Of Housing Choices 

o Assortment Of Housing Densities 

o Buildout Capacity Sufficient To Meet Population Targets 
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o Market Factors That Preserve And Produce Housing 

 Affordable Housing 

o Affordable Housing Targets 

o Land Use Designations Will Achieve Affordable Housing Targets 

 Special Needs Housing Needs  

o Group homes, foster care facilities, and other special needs 

 Monitoring and Evaluation 

o  Collect and Monitor information about the Housing market. 

o Identify Thresholds and Reasonable Measures For When Problems Occur 
 
For many cities, the above policy framework sufficiently addresses their housing issues, 
concerns and problems.  For instance, a community with a mix of family incomes representative 
of the entire county indicates an adequate range of housing choices.  In addition, this 
community may have sufficient land uses designated to meet its assigned population targets.  
Furthermore, its market factors may indicate a healthy and robust real estate market.  In such a 
community, the GMA “generic” policy framework should achieve the needed goals.   
 
On the other hand, some communities face some unique challenges and housing problems.  
They may want to consider a more expanded housing policy framework, such as one of the 
following examples. 
 

Workforce Housing Policy Framework 
The term “workforce housing” has become a synonym for affordable housing – but it is really 
much more.  Workforce housing represents a coordinated effort between employers, lenders, 
REALTOR®s and local governments.  Together they strive to house workers closer to their places 
of employment. 
 
Policy Intent or Purpose: 
 
Workforce housing represents a policy framework designed to reduce the distance between a 
local community’s workforce and where members of that workforce live.  Relative to the 
comprehensive plan, it combines specific housing policies with specific economic development 
policies to make both housing and wages/salaries livable. 
 
Policy Framework 
 
A number of agencies propose different strategies to develop workforce housing.  For instance, 
the National Association of REALTOR®s (NAR), the nation’s largest trade association for real 
estate professionals, offers Ira Gribin Workforce Housing Grants.  {Ira Gribin was a former 
president of the NAR.}  The following housing policy framework was adapted from the criteria 
they use to evaluate eligible projects. 
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Advocacy or Focus:  Explicit focus on workforce housing, which could be defined by household 
income and/or particular job categories (e.g., teachers, nurses, public safety officers, etc.). 

 Construction, Repair, Adaptive Reuse:  Policies creating stand-alone programs or 
projects dedicated to just workforce housing, or at least the major emphasis of a 
program or project is workforce housing. 

 Community Outreach:  Community outreach includes a wide range of activities that 
involves contacting the public or certain subgroups, such as lenders and REALTOR®s, to 
share information about workforce housing needs.   

 Primary Partner(s):  At least one primary employer or labor organization that has an 
interest in housing supply and affordable housing issues. 

 Leveraging:  Use of public grants and/or employer financial assistance to make the 
housing affordable to the target labor force. 

 Continued Affordability:  Institutional controls that keep the units affordable to the 
target labor force.  Institutional controls might include covenants, community land trust, 
or pre-emptive options to purchase the property at a price pre-determined by a 
formula. 

 REALTOR® Involvement & Education:  Real estate professions play a critical role relative 
to workforce housing.  They connect workforce housing to the target labor force.  They 
also develop employer-assistance programs to help finance homes (e.g., grants for 
closing costs or deferred loans to help reduce costs).  In addition to general education 
about workforce housing and corresponding financial programs, some REALTOR® 
associations offer “Workforce Housing Specialist Certificates” and classes on employer-
assisted housing.  

 Consumer Education:  Homebuyer education and landlord training play a vital role in 
keeping workforce housing programs going over the long term.  It helps preserve these 
valuable housing assets.  It creates a favorable long-term environment that benefits 
businesses and industries. 

 Public Access (Website):  Access to the program becomes another critical feature.  Both 
prospective employers and buyers/tenants need to know how they can support and/or 
participate in the program or initiative.  Nearly half of the Ira Gribin Workforce Housing 
Grant recipients provided on-line access to their programs. 

 

NeighborWorks Housing Redevelopment Framework 
NeighborWorks® America is a national nonprofit organization created by Congress to provide 
financial support, technical assistance and training for community-based revitalization efforts. 
 
Policy Intent or Purpose: 
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NeighborWorks sees redevelopment as improving choices, opportunities and outcomes for 
residents.  They strive to empower residents to play a meaningful role in planning the 
development of their communities.  NeighborWorks focuses on communities hit hard during 
the housing and foreclosure crisis.  They want to address the root causes of the crisis. 
 
Policy Framework  
 
NeighborWorks claims “responsible redevelopment” consists of the following twelve, core 
elements (or policy framework): 
 

NeighborWorks Housing Policy Strategy 

 Authentic Engagement:  An engagement process that provides consequential 
involvement of affected stakeholders and community-based organizations in planning, 
design, implementation, and evaluation activities.  

 Capacity Building:  Providing support and technical assistance to residents and 
community-based organizations to build their capacity to interact and negotiate in a 
meaningful way with developers, municipal officials, and other powerful stakeholders. 

 Community Benefits:  Developer agreements and other legally-binding arrangements 
that provide tangible benefits (e.g. economic inclusion provisions, job opportunities for 
area residents, dedicated affordable housing units) to residents of the target 
neighborhoods. 

 Community Ownership and Wealth Building:  Allowing community ownership of new 
businesses and commercial enterprises (e.g., community land trust, business incubators, 
etc.) in redevelopment area as a way to build assets for lower-income individuals, their 
families, and their broader community 

 Hardwiring Affordability:  Institutional controls that ensure housing remains affordable 
to lower-income residents over the long-term.  Examples include creative use of tax 
credits, zoning policies, land trusts, shared appreciation mortgages, and other shared 
equity mechanisms. 

 Responsible Relocation:  If relocation becomes necessary, then assurances that 
relocation benefits includes assistance in finding quality replacement housing, legal and 
social services, job development and employment support, and the right to return to 
their revitalized community through purchase or rental of new or rehabbed affordable 
housing. 

 Responsible Demolition:  A concerted effort to remove dilapidated and dangerous 
buildings, along with other contaminants; or services and support necessary to 
rehabilitate structures that present health risks to residents, workers, and the public are 
minimized. 
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 Building Mixed-Income Communities:  Making a deliberate and sustained effort to 
promote and create diverse communities that provide choice and opportunity for 
residents of all income levels.  

 Schools and Integrated Services:  Developing and maintaining high-quality schools and 
school-readiness programs along with recreation, health, and after-school activities.  

 Transit-Oriented Development (TOD):  Incorporating public transit in land use and 
developments with the explicit intent to reduce the transportation costs for residents of 
all income levels, particularly lower-income levels.   

 Anchor Institutions:  Using the placement of “anchor institutions” such as hospitals, 
colleges, universities, businesses, and other entities rooted in communities into 
locations that catalyze and sustain redevelopment activities in target neighborhoods.  

 Sustainable Partnerships and the Need for Champions:  Public-private partnerships 
among a wide range of stakeholders with various goals, interests, and levels of power.  
Assure that champions — whether public, private, or philanthropic— have access to 
decisions makers along with the opportunity to influence them and/or participate in the 
decision-making process. 

 

Opportunity Index / Site-Based Affordable Housing Framework 
Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC), in partnership with the Kirwan Institute for the Study of 
Race and Ethnicity, developed maps using identified community assets.  These maps show each 
community has its unique needs and challenges.  They also have their unique strengths.  They 
possess certain features that can improve the quality of life of individual residents and the 
community as a whole.   
 
PSRC referred to these strengths or assets as “geographic opportunities.”  Their analysis found 
that much of the HUD site-based affordable housing was located within close proximity to areas 
of geographic opportunities.  They conclude this finding represents a strength that the region 
should leverage and build upon.   
 
PSRC emphasizes looking at ways to improve the mobility of low-income residents.  By targeting 
resources, programming and partnering around identified strengths or assets, the social and 
economic sustainability of the region will grow stronger.  PSRC went on to recommend a “Site-
Based Affordable Housing” approach.   
 
Policy Intent or Purpose: 
 
PSRC’s site-based housing strategy sees a community with interconnected geographic 
opportunities.  These opportunities make the overall community a fair and healthy 
environment.  These connections create a community with a diverse mix of cultural assets and 
amenities with equal and adequate services and infrastructure.  The community offers 
affordable housing choices and economic opportunities, particularly for low-income and 
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minority residents.  By connecting all these assets, the community becomes a vibrant and 
prosperous place to live, learn, play and work. 
 

PSRC’s Communities of Opportunity Policy Framework 
PRSC’s “Communities of Opportunity” framework uses a set of indicators as its key driver.  
These indicators convert into a comprehensive index of opportunities for all census tracts 
within the planning area.  The figure below shows the indicators and categories PSRC chose to 
capture the region’s geography of opportunity. 

 

Figure 3-1: Development Opportunity Index49 
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PSRC suggest setting benchmarks and then developing strategies to achieve them.  They 
propose using asset mapping to both develop and promote affordable housing choices in areas 
of high opportunity.  
 
 

Communities of Opportunity Framework 

 Use Asset Mapping to Develop and Promote Affordable Housing Choices in Areas of High 
Opportunity:  A myriad of factors define an area as rich in opportunities.  Education sits at 
the top of the list.  Education for both young people and adults represents the most 
defining characteristic of opportunity.  Other assets include long-term employment, 
commercial and retail services for all income groups, stable neighborhoods with a variety of 
affordable housing choices and an environment where people feel safe from crime and 
environmental hazards.   

 Emphasize Linkages To Opportunity:  Areas of high opportunity provide residents with a 
clear connection between opportunity-assets and places people live.  Mobility in areas of 

                                                        
49  PSRC, Equity, Opportunity and Sustainability in the Puget Sound:  A Study of the Region’s Geography of 

Opportunity, May 2012, page 6 
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high opportunity represents more than the ease to move from one spot to the next.  It 
represents a means to social and vocational mobility as well. 

 Invest In The Fundaments Of Opportunity:  The Communities of Opportunity Model 
combines housing and mobility strategies.  This combination improves regional access to 
opportunity.  It requires a comprehensive and robust investment in developing a regional 
opportunity landscape – particularly in areas of need.  This investment entails assessing the 
educational, job training and affordable housing challenges in low opportunity areas and 
then directing investment and collaborative solutions to overcome those challenges. 

 Balance the Three “E”s - Social Equity, the Economy and the Environment:  Imbalances 
between these three “E”s impacts the health and vitality of the entire region.  It creates 
marginalized communities.  Lack of balance increase the cost in both wasted human capital 
and public investment.  Success depends on a triple bottom line whereby all three “E”s 
show a positive return. 

 

Rural Housing Policy Framework 
Rural communities struggle and work on housing issues just like urban cities.  However, the 
challenges they face, and subsequently the strategies they employ, differ quite a bit from those 
in urban areas. 
 
Policy makers in rural communities work in areas that are geographically isolated.  Long 
distances typically exist between towns and communities.  They work in communities with 
smaller populations.  Consequently, they have less human capital to pull from.  For these 
reasons, housing policy-makers tend to work on a regional scale.  Their approaches often 
appear rather innovative due to the many challenges they sometimes seem to tackle with a 
single housing development or housing initiative. 
 

Policy Intent or Purpose: 
In addition to the GMA housing policy framework, policy-makers in rural communities strive to 
overcome four main challenges. 
 
 Isolation:  Almost by definition, the rural landscape has more isolated communities with 

fewer people in and around them.  Distances between communities means everybody 
depends on private automobiles for transportation.  Fewer basic institutions make up the 
investment environment.  Planners, developers and non-profit housing providers often play 
multiple roles to make up for the lack of supporting organizations.  Housing goals, policies 
and strategies must bridge these geographic constraints.   

 
 Lack of Human Capital:  Lack of people presents a number of challenges.  Since rural 

community leaders often wear many hats, the loss of one “spark plug” can devastate a 
small community.  The crunch for people also means that organizational capacity is often 
thin.  Rural communities have fewer banks and fewer specialized lenders in those banks.  
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The need for a regional perspective becomes an inevitable necessity to gather the talent 
and resources to implement housing policies.   

 
 Poverty and Low Income:  Nearly three-fourths of Washington’s cities reside outside of a 

metropolitan statistical area.  Roughly two-thirds of these cities have populations of less 
than 10,000 people.  Among these cities, nearly one-fourth of the residents live in poverty.  
Chronically poor rural areas share much in common with inner-city neighborhoods.  Poor 
people are concentrated and community institutions lack resources to help them.  
Struggling families expect policy-makers in these rural communities to provide the same 
level of services comparable to larger cities.   

 
 Preservation of Heritage Economies and Working Landscapes:  Many policy-makers in rural 

communities face the dilemma of ushering in new economies while, at the same time, 
preserving the old economies that defined their communities.  The housing policies they 
develop must walk this line as well. 

 
As mentioned, the rural landscape presents some unique challenges; but, at the same time, it 
offers significant opportunities for future development.  These developments often hinge on 
the deliberate integration of rural and urban services.  Policies sometimes look like efforts to 
get small towns more “city-like” while, at the same time, preserving their small and rural 
character.  Towards this end, the rural housing policy-makers may want to add the following 
policies to the required GMA housing policy framework. 
 

Rural Housing Policy Framework Addendum 

 Policies that reduce rural isolation such as: 

- strategies that create online access to institutional services such as healthcare, 
education, banks and other financial services. 

- strategies that reduce the local community’s affordable housing-transportation 
index by reducing rural housing energy cost and increasing the life-cycle of rural 
housing.   

 

 Policies that increase human capital through: 

- regional planning and collaboration such as Councils of Government. 

- telecommunication strategies. 

- online expansion and promotion of Community Development Finance Institutions 
(CDFIs). 

 Preservation of heritage economies and working landscapes with housing policies like: 

- cohousing arrangements 

- horizontal mixed used developments (flexibility to place different, single floor uses 
on a common piece of ground). 
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- master resort zones 

- cluster developments 

 Policies that help alleviate poverty such as  

- adaptive reuse of downtown commercial structures into mixed-use housing. 

- promotion of urban farming and regional food markets. 

- accommodating home occupations.  

- creating distribution networks for cottage industries. 

- weatherizing homes. 

- providing financial assistance for energy efficient appliances and other home 
improvements. 

 

Monitoring the Housing Element 
In many ways, the housing element represents a monitoring tool.  It includes nearly all the basic 
components.  It collects and analyzes information about the housing market.  It compares 
actual housing developments to various housing targets and goals.  It discusses and outlines 
what needs to be done. 
 
The housing element also represents a considerable investment in staff time and resources.  
Frequent updates are impractical.  They could also create confusion, particularly if the goals and 
policies keep changing.  GMA allows the comprehensive plan to be amended once per year, but 
requires an update at least once every eight years. 
 
The emphasis of a monitoring program should be to regularly check the status or progress of 
the adopted policies.  Some policies may require more frequent attention than once every eight 
years.  Achievement of some goals and policies may need the help and cooperation of the 
entire community – in particular realtors, developers, lenders, property managers, landowners 
and non-profit housing providers. 
 
Achieving the goals and policies in the housing element involves periodically checking housing 
data to see how it compares to the goals and policies outlined in the housing element.  This 
data provides critical information to policy makers – but it needs to reach them in a meaningful 
way. 
 
The monitoring and evaluation program should gather key information about the local market, 
but it should also outline how to distribute that information and what to do with it.  At its core 
lays a way for interested residents and policy makers to get involved. 
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Housing Element Communication Plan 
The goals and policies in the housing element should clearly articulate a policy framework.  The 
housing element should also describe how the jurisdiction plans to communicate with and 
mobilize its community to achieve this policy framework.  The goals and policies should explain: 

 What the housing element proposes to accomplish. 

 Key indicators to watch and follow (thresholds, benchmarks and key indicators). 

 Intended audience/stakeholders 

 How often to check-in with them (frequency of the monitoring tool). 

 What to do with the information they provide (evaluation of the housing data). 

 
 

Key Components of a Communication Plan 
The following describes the key components of a housing element’s communication plan.   
 

Periodic Reminders 
The housing element pertains to something very important to residents – their house or 
housing situation.  It outlines various goals and policies that will directly affect them.  A well-
thought-out communication plan helps alleviate their fears and concerns.   
 
Periodically residents will need a reminder about what the housing element plans to achieve.  
For instance, some communities have “housing summits” or they update their websites by 
plugging current information into some of the key tables in the housing element.  This 
information promotes accountability and improves public confidence.  It helps prevent 
misperceptions, stereotyping or spurious speculation.  It serves to keep everybody focused and 
on-track toward mutually desirable goals and policies. 
 

Key Indicators to Watch and Follow 
The housing element includes a great deal of information.  Some of this information will 
periodically change.  These changes might trigger other policies such as reasonable measures.  
Policy-makers will periodically need to check this data when they consider actions they might 
need to take or not take. 
 
The following are some examples of indicators.  They are grouped into four broad categories.  
They pertain to strategies and activities described in Chapter 1:  Housing Inventory and Needs 
Assessment and Chapter 2: Tools and Strategies to Address Housing Problems.  Please refer to 
these chapters for more information about specific indicators. 

 Buildout Capacity:  Some changes effect the amount of land and/or designated land 
uses available for housing.   
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– Annexations  

– Rezone Applications  

– Subdivision Plat Applications 

– Building Permits  

– ADU Permits 

 Housing Affordability:  A litmus test for affordability is the ability of the housing market 
to accommodate the housing needs of lower income households.  Policy-makers may 
want to consider the following indicators. 

– Median Home and Rental Prices 

– Change in Number of Section 8 Vouchers 

 Market Factors:  The following indicators represent the general health of the local 
market.  They represent just a few of the indicators available. 

– Vacancy Rates for Rental Housing 

– Number of Homes for Sale 

– Absorption Rate 

– Foreclosures 

 Quality of Life Indicators:  A number of indicators measure the quality of life and social 
equity.  The following represent some that pertain to housing. 

– School Absentee Rates 
– Number of Public Nuisance Complaints 
– Number of Fair Housing Complaints 

 

Intended Audience 
The list of people and agencies who might want to follow the housing element could easily 
become overwhelming.  At the very least, the housing element may want to identify groups of 
people or stakeholders such as:   

 City Council, Planning Commission, and School Board 

 Other City or County Boards and Commissions 

 Associations of Real Estate Industry Professionals (e.g., REALTOR®s, architects, 
surveyors, appraisers, lenders, etc.) 

 Newspapers and Other Relevant News Media 

 Major Employers 

 Other Interested Parties 

 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 3 84 

Letting the public know what their local government plans to do regarding housing does not 
need to become an onerous task.  Technology offers new opportunities for quick and cost-
effective ways to distribute information, as well as reaching out and involving citizens.  
 
New variations on public meetings and other improved outreach tools can allow a more 
thorough vetting of issues and exchange of information that results in better (and more widely 
embraced) plans and projects.   
 
 

How Often 
The housing element should include policy language regarding the frequency of periodic 
reports and updates.  This policy provides a measure of accountability.  It also gives 
policymakers the opportunity to check the housing element for necessary changes or updates. 
 
Many counties and cities prepare an annual report based on the work they did to update their 
annual population estimate.  They must track many of the above indicators when performing 
this update.  Some mayors include this information in their annual “state of the city” address.  
Other cities report the information more frequently (e.g., monthly staff reports), and some 
report less frequently.  To a large extent, the frequency of the report depends on the 
availability of the data and the demand for it from policymakers.  Another determining factor is 
the urgency to implement various policies in the housing element.  Some of these policies may 
need attention sooner than later.  For instance, when mobilizing help and cooperation becomes 
critically important, then more frequent reports tend to follow.   
 
Finally, some communities resolve this issue all together by making information available on 
line and periodically updating it.  Sometimes they create websites pertaining to a specific 
development or development issue.  Other times, they may have information regarding general 
data and information about their city or county 
 
 

What To Do With The Information 
Implementing certain housing goals and policies housing may take several years.  Benchmarks 
serve as mileposts to measure incremental progress along the way.  Some policy statements 
address certain concerns or issues that may or may not occur.  In such a case, the housing 
element needs to explain when to worry about these concerns or issues, or under what 
conditions they might occur.  Early detection of potential or growing problems may keep them 
from occurring or cause much harm and damage. 
 
These benchmarks and thresholds also pertain to the capital facilities element of the 
comprehensive plan.  RCW 36.70a.070 requires reassessment of the land use element in the 
event that probable funding falls short.  Reassessment of the land use element most often 
includes changes in designated land use for housing, so it could also involve re-assessing the 
housing element. 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 3 85 

 
Although required in the capital facilities element, a strategy regarding how to respond to 
funding shortfalls could also appear in the housing element.  For instance, changing land use 
designations is one of the options to consider when a jurisdiction cannot afford to make the 
infrastructure improvements that new subdivisions might require.  Including a strategy for 
when and how a jurisdiction might consider changes to land use designations could save 
everybody time and expense during the application and review process.  The same logic applies 
to other options as well. 
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CHAPTER 4: AFFORDABLE HOUSING  

AND THE CONSOLIDATED PLAN 

 
For most people, affordable housing means they can answer this question – Do I have enough 
money for this house or apartment and still have money left for my other expenses plus 
something left over for me?  A “YES” indicates an affordable house. 
 
The most commonly used definition of affordable housing comes from the federal Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  HUD establishes definitions of affordability for a 
wide variety of housing programs and subsidies.  According to HUD, affordable housing means: 
 

“In general, housing for which the occupant(s) is/are paying no more than 30 
percent of his or her income for gross housing costs, including utilities.  Please 
note that some jurisdictions may define affordable housing based on other, 
locally determined criteria, and that this definition is intended solely as an 
approximate guideline or general rule of thumb.”  (HUDUSER, Glossary of HUD 
Terms) 

 
Defining affordable housing as 30 percent of household income leaves a number of gaps.  For 
instance, it does not determine if a household spends more than 30 percent to live in a better 
quality house, neighborhood or school district.  It does not account for the combined impact of 
housing and transportation cost.  For example, household that pays 25 percent of income for a 
house gains nothing if they spend another 30 percent of their income just to commute to work.  
They will not have much money left for other expenses besides housing and transportation. 
 
Finally, the 30 percent of income definition does not reflect the value that 30 percent 
represents in different income groups.  A household who earns less than 50 percent of median 
income and who pays 30 percent of that income for housing will still not likely have enough 
money left over for other expenses.   
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Income Groups vs. Income Limits 
Most people confuse income groups with income limits.  The 
U.S. Census Bureau breaks the population into five groups.  
Each group represents 20 percent of the population.  For 
instance, the first quintile represents the lowest fifth of the 
data (1-20 percent); the second quintile represents the second 
fifth (21% - 40%) etc...  Median household income sits at the 
center of this income range.  
 
The only income group segregated by U.S. Census Bureau 
pertains to households that live in poverty.  The Census 
Bureau defines poverty as households with incomes less than 
the "poverty threshold."  The federal Department of 
Agriculture established poverty thresholds in the mid-1960s.  
It recognizes poverty as a lack of goods and services 
commonly taken for granted by members of mainstream 
society.  Adjustments to the official threshold take into 
account inflation based on the consumer price index.  
 
The poverty level for 2017 was set at $24,300 (total yearly 

income) for a family of four.  (2017 HHS Poverty Guidelines, 
U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, January 2017)  
Most Americans (58.5 percent) will spend at least one year below the poverty line at some 
point between ages 25 and 75.50  Poverty rates are persistently higher in rural and inner city 
parts of the country as compared to suburban areas 
 

Income Limits 
When it comes to housing, the term “income limits” is more applicable than “income groups.”  
Income limits pertains to maximum thresholds regarding eligibility for housing subsidies.  The 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) sets income limits that determine the 
eligibility of applicants for assisted housing programs.  The major active assisted housing 
programs are the Public Housing program, the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher program, 
Section 202 housing for the elderly program, and Section 811 housing for persons with 
disabilities program.  
 
The statutory basis for HUD's income limit policies is Section 3 of the U.S. Housing Act of 1937.  
It established the following categories.

 
 

 Low-income families are defined as families whose incomes do not exceed 80 percent of 
the median family income for the area.  

                                                        
50 Sandoval, Rank and Hirschl, “The Increasing Risk of Poverty Across the American Life Course”, 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2831356/  

TIP SAVING TIP 

Household vs. Family Income 
 

HUD uses “median family income” 
to determine its income limits.  The 
Census definition of family applies to 
households with two or more people 
related by blood or marriage.  It 
does not represent single person 
households or households of two or 
more people who are not related.  
Non-family households represent 
over one-third or more of a 
Washington’s total households.  
Planners should use and refer to 
“median household income.”  
Median family income is always 
higher than median household 
income.  Using median household 
income to define income groups will 
reach the same conclusions as using 
median family incomes.   



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 4 88 

 Very low-income families are defined as families whose incomes do not exceed 50 
percent of the median family income for the area. Very low-income limits (usually based 
on 50 percent of median family income) are most commonly used.   
 

Federal legislation enacted a number of other programs with several different ways to define low 
income.  They take into account the nature of the goods or services the federal subsidy will help 
provide.  Nonetheless, they also define low income as households that earn 30%, 50%, 60%, 65%, 
80%, 95%, 100%, 115%, 120%, and 125% of median income.   
 
Figure  4-1 list various federally subsidized housing programs.  This list illustrates the tremendous 
range of income limits used among various federal programs.  The only income group that seems to 
have consistency among all these different programs is “very low income” – which is 50 percent or 
less of median area family income.  But even “very low income” gets adjusted relative to the fair 
market housing rents and the local housing market.  Furthermore, some federal programs seem to 
recognize households that earn less than 30 percent of median income as something even below 
“very low income”. 
 

Figure 4-1: Various Definitions of Low Income Used In Federal Housing Programs 

Source:   U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “FY 2013 HUD INCOME LIMITS BRIEFING 
MATERIAL,” December 11, 2012. 

 
Federal Housing Program Definition of Low Income 

Public Housing and Section 8 Programs Low-income families are defined as families whose incomes 
do not exceed 80 percent of the median family income for 
the area.  Very low-income families are defined as families 
whose incomes do not exceed 50 percent of the median 
family income for the area.  {A four-person very low-
income limit is increased if it would otherwise be less than 
the amount at which 35 percent of it equals 85 percent of 
the annualized two-bedroom Section 8 fair market rent.} 

Indian Housing Programs "Low-Income" is defined as the greater of 80% of the 
median family income for the Indian area or of the U.S. 
national median family income. 

HUD Section 365 Homeownership 
Program 

95% of area median income or higher cost-based income 
limits 

HUD Investment Partnerships 
 
 

60 percent of median” and “65 percent of median” are 
used as income targeting and qualification requirements; 
both limits are tied to Section 8 income limit 
determinations. 

National Homeownership Trust 95 percent of median is referenced as the eligible standard 
with a 115 percent of median standard for high cost areas 

Low-income Housing Preservation and 
Resident Homeownership Act of 1990 

“Moderate income” is defined as 80-95 percent of median, 
with “80 percent” defined as the Section 8 low-income 
standard. 
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Rural Housing and Community 
Development Service Rental and 
Ownership Assistance Programs 

Same as public housing and Section 8 programs. 

U.S. Treasury Multifamily Tax Subsidy 
Projects 

Current standard is Section 8 very low-income standard or 
120% of that definition (i.e., the “60%” of median standard) 
for projects determining income eligibility and rents who 
have not used income limits prior to FY 2012. 

U.S. Treasury Tax-Exempt Mortgage 
Revenue Bonds for Homeownership 
Financing 

Generally set at 115% of area median income, with “115%” 
defined as 230% of the Section 8 very low-income standard. 

U.S. Treasury Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit Program Definition) 

Areas, as defined by the Census and designated by HUD, 
where 50% of all households have incomes less than 60 
percent of the area median family income, adjusted for 
household size, or the poverty rate is 25% or higher; such 
areas receive special additional tax benefits under this 
program; this calculation is based on 2000 Census data and 
income limit policies and area definitions in effect as of the 
date estimates are prepared. 

FDIC Disposition of Multifamily Housing 
to Non-profit and Public Agencies 

Not less than 35 percent of all dwelling units must be made 
available for occupancy and be affordable for low-income 
families, and at least 20 percent must be made available for 
occupancy and be affordable for very low-income families.  
An “affordable rent” is defined as the rent that would be 
paid by a family paying 30 percent of income for rent 
whose income is “65 percent of median”.  This 65 percent 
figure is defined in relation to the very low-income 
standard (i.e., normally as 65/50ths of the standard) 

FDIC Disposition of Single Family 
Housing to Non-profit and Public 
Agencies 

For rentals, priority is given to non-profits and public 
agencies that make the dwellings affordable to low-income 
households.  Households who intend to occupy a dwelling 
as their primary residence whose adjusted income does not 
exceed 115 percent of area median income, as determined 
by the Secretary of HUD, are given a purchase priority for 
the first 3 months a property is for sale. 

Federal Home Loan Bank Rental 
Housing Program 

Very low-income, “60 percent of median” (defined as 120% 
of very low-income), and low-income standards used 

Federal Home Loan Bank 
Homeownership Programs 

115 percent and 140 percent of median family income 
limits are used 
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Excessive Housing Costs 
Excessive housing costs provide planners another metric used to determine the need for 
affordable housing.  Excessive housing costs refer to households that spend more than 30 
percent of their income for housing.  This standard originated in the United States National 
Housing Act of 1937 and has been used ever since.  Housing cost that exceed 30 percent of 
income is considered “burden” or “excessive”.   
 
Computations of excessive housing costs use different factors for rental versus owner-occupied 
housing.  HUD’s definition of gross housing costs varies among their different programs.  They 
generally leave these details to local interpretation.  Washington’s defines gross housing costs 
as follows: 
 

(A)  In the case of dwelling units for sale, affordable housing has mortgages, 
amortization, taxes, insurance and condominium or association fees, if any, that 
consume no more than thirty percent of the owner's gross annual household 
income. 

 
(B)  In the case of dwelling units for rent, affordable housing has rent and utility 

costs, as defined by the county or city, which cost no more than thirty percent of 
the tenant's gross annual household income.  {WAC 365-196-410(e)(i)} 
 

Census data includes selected housing cost factors, including taxes and utilities.  Its calculation of 
gross rent includes payments for “contract rent” and the “costs of utilities and fuels.”  Its gross 
housing costs for owner occupied housing includes payments for mortgages, deeds of trust, 
contracts to purchase, or similar debts on the property; property taxes; fire, hazard, and flood 
insurance on the property, and the costs of utilities and fuels. 
 
Census data breaks down house and rental cost as a percentage of household income.  Figure 4-3 
below compares excessive housing costs among several counties in the state of Washington.  Over 
one-third of all the occupants of housing units in Washington have excessive housing costs.  Renters 
are particularly hard hit.  Approximately 48 percent of renters in Washington, nearly one million 
rental units, have excessive costs.  In seven of Washington’s most populous counties, over half of 
the renters have excessive housing costs (Clark, Clallam, Cowlitz, Skagit, Spokane, Thurston and 
Whatcom).   
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Figure 4-3: Excessive Housing Cost 

State of Washington and Washington Counties 
 

 Total HU Owner 
% Total 
Owner 

Renter 
% Total 
Renter 

Total # 
Excess 

% Total 
HU 

Washington 2,636,817 1,643,637 30% 993,180 48% 964,755 37% 

Pierce 300,554 182,522 33% 118,032 49% 119,178 40% 

Snohomish 270,568 178,606 34% 91,962 47% 104,266 39% 

Clark 160,145 102,713 30% 57,432 53% 61,048 38% 

Cowlitz 38,834 24,830 29% 14,004 53% 14,732 38% 

King 804,062 457,472 32% 346,590 45% 303,388 38% 

Whatcom 79,029 49,232 28% 29,797 53% 29,320 37% 

Spokane 189,004 119,019 28% 69,985 52% 69,329 37% 

Skagit 44,671 30,378 30% 14,293 51% 16,537 37% 

Kitsap 97,027 66,361 32% 30,666 48% 35,819 37% 

Thurston 102,335 67,658 28% 34,677 52% 37,102 36% 

Chelan 27,458 17,963 32% 9,495 40% 9,491 35% 

Clallam 30,044 21,016 26% 9,028 52% 10,220 34% 

Island 32,954 21,627 28% 11,327 46% 11,344 34% 

Yakima 78,472 48,712 25% 29,760 46% 26,029 33% 

Lewis 30,134 20,244 25% 9,890 45% 9,513 32% 

Grays Harbor 27,880 19,704 26% 8,176 39% 8,361 30% 

Grant 30,543 18,427 24% 12,116 36% 8,920 29% 

Franklin 24,270 15,776 23% 8,494 37% 6,746 28% 

Benton 65,945 45,539 16% 20,406 46% 16,805 25% 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Table B25106: “TENURE BY HOUSING COSTS AS A PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN 

THE PAST 12 MONTHS,” 2012 American Community Survey, 
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Important Issues not to overlook 
Here are few important concepts to bear in mind when planning for affordable housing. 
 

Chain of Exclusion 
Traditional land use tools and policies can affect housing prices in a number of ways.  For 
instance, they may alter the costs of construction and infrastructure.  They may limit the 
number of lots within attractive residential areas.  They may shift consumer expectations; for 
example, the trend from moderately sized houses (e.g., 1,200 square feet) to much larger 
houses (e.g., 2,000 square feet).  These types of land use tools and policies work against the 
provision of affordable housing. 
 
In general, low-density zoning – defined as zoning that restricts residential densities to fewer 
than eight housing units per acre – tends to reduce rental housing.  This reduction, in turn, 
reduces the number of housing choices for less affluent households.  Any affordable housing 
plan that fails to account for the prevalence of low-density housing only contributes to the 
problem of the lack of affordable housing. 
 

NIMBY 
Not-In-My-Back-Yard or NIMBY ranks high among the “chain of exclusion”.  The term derives 
from a 1991 report of the Advisory Commission on Regulatory Barriers to Affordable Housing.  
The Commission defined it as “opposition by residents and public officials alike to additional or 
different kinds of housing units in their neighborhoods and communities.”  (Chapter 1, Page 1)   
 
This sentiment translates into codes and ordinances.  The Commission found “the results are 
excessive growth controls, exclusionary zoning ordinances, un-necessarily drawn-out permitting 
processes, and arbitrary restrictions against special types of housing.”  (ibid)  They contend 
these results combine to make housing less affordable for many households. 
 
The report found that NIMBY creates a regional affordable housing problem.  While some 
communities may suffer from the lack of affordable housing choices, they expect other 
communities to satisfy that need.  Instead of dealing with the negative side effects of growth 
and infrastructure financing, they essentially declare their communities as off limits.  When 
several cities within a metropolitan area share this sentiment, then they essentially shut out 
households seeking affordable housing from the entire metropolitan area.  (Chapter 1, Page 5)  
The entire region, perhaps the entire state, suffer from the consequences of shutting out 
households from locations closer to work, school and family support systems. 
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Regional Dimension of Affordable Housing 
The term “region” means different things to different people.  It tends to imply a common unity 
of some type.  Relative to the Growth Management Act, region means at a minimum the county 
boundaries.  In most cases, county boundaries more than encompass a jurisdiction’s region.  
But in some cases, for example – Puget Sound, a jurisdiction’s region may extend outside of 
county boundaries.   
 
Planning for affordable housing must take into consideration transportation – the key 
delineating feature of a region.  People choose locations for housing relative to the commuting 
distance to work.  For the most part, households consider housing and transportation costs as a 
singular cost of living.  Planning for affordable housing without taking into consideration 
transportation cost will have counterproductive consequences for both housing and 
transportation at all levels of local and state government. 
 
 

Affordable Housing Plans 
The Growth Management Act (GMA), requires local governments “make adequate provisions” 
for affordable housing.  (RCW 36.70.070(2)(d))  In some cases, making adequate provisions 
includes creating incentives that result in more affordable housing choices for households with 
less affluent incomes.  According to RCW 36.70A.540, these incentive programs need a plan. 
 

RCW 36.70A.540:  Affordable Housing Incentive Programs 
The 2006 Legislature passed ESHB 2984 to encourage local governments to enact or expand 
affordable housing incentive programs.  This law became RCW 36.70A.540.  It creates 
mandatory requirements to which all new and updated incentive programs adopted in GMA 
comprehensive plans after 2006 must comply.  It also lists optional requirements for local 
governments to consider.  The suggested incentives include the following: 

 Density bonuses within the urban growth area. 

 Height and bulk bonuses. 

 Fee waivers or exemptions 

 Parking reductions 

 Expedited permitting. 

 Inclusionary Zoning. 
 
RCW 36.70A.540  authorizes local governments to establish higher income limits than normally 
found in federally subsidized housing.  It states:   
 

“The legislative authority of a jurisdiction, after holding a public hearing, may 
also establish higher income levels for rental housing or for owner occupancy 
housing upon finding that higher income levels are needed to address local 
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housing market conditions.  The higher income level for rental housing may not 
exceed eighty percent of the county area median family income.  The higher 
income level for owner occupancy housing may not exceed one hundred percent 
of the county area median family income.” 

 
RCW 36.70A.540(h) suggested local governments consider “in-lieu fees”.  RCW 36.70A.540(h) 
states   
 

“Affordable housing incentive programs may allow a payment of money or 
property in lieu of low-income housing units if the jurisdiction determines that the 
payment achieves a result equal to or better than providing the affordable 
housing on-site, as long as the payment does not exceed the approximate cost of 
developing the same number and quality of housing units that would otherwise 
be developed.  Any city or county shall use these funds or property to support the 
development of low-income housing, including support provided through loans or 
grants to public or private owners or developers of housing.” 

 
It went on to enact some restrictions and limitations 
regarding affordable housing incentives.  For 
instance, the number of bedrooms in affordable 
units must remain in the same proportion as the 
number of bedrooms in units within the entire 
building.  Developers should generally distribute 
affordable units throughout the building or provide 
them in an adjacent building.  They should have 
substantially the same functionality as other units in 
the building or buildings. 
 
In addition to the above information, affordable 
housing incentive programs must state that the 
incentives serve to construct housing units for 
lower-income households.  They must establish 
standards for occupancy that are based on income 
guidelines relative to local needs.   
 
For rental housing, lower-income households are defined as rental housing affordable to 
households with an income of fifty percent or less of county median income.  For owner-
occupied housing, lower-income households earn eighty percent or less of county median 
income.   
 
Local jurisdictions may establish lower or higher income levels based on the conditions of the 
local housing market.  The higher income level may not exceed eighty percent of county median 
income for rental housing or one hundred percent of median county income for owner-
occupied housing. 
 

INCLUSIONARY ZONING 

Although participation in incentive 
programs is voluntary, local 
governments may still enact mandatory 
inclusionary zoning programs as a tool 
to promote affordable housing. 
  
The Legislature’s intent when they 
enacted RCW 36.70A.540 was to 
supplement powers already held by 
local governments – for instance, 
inclusionary zoning.  Local 
governments should not construe as 
limiting this pre-existing power to 
enact inclusionary zoning.  
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RCW 36.70A.540 outlines several provisions that local government must include in their 
housing plans.  It wants local governments to develop their incentive programs after they do 
the following: 
 

 Identify certain land use designations within a geographic area where increased 
residential development will assist in achieving local growth management and housing 
policies. 

 Determine that increased residential development capacity or other incentives can be 
achieved within the identified area, subject to consideration of other regulatory controls 
on development. 

 Establish a minimum amount of affordable housing that must be provided by all 
residential development being built under the revised regulations. 

 
Development regulations enacted as part of an incentive program must require continued 
affordability for the next fifty years.  This requirement should be enforced using covenants, 
options or other agreements executed and recorded by owners and developers. 
 

Consolidated Plans 
Washington State and some local governments in “entitlement” areas receive annual block 
grants for community development and affordable housing from the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  For each program, HUD describes a broad range of 
eligible activities.  State or local governments determine which of the eligible activities will best 
serve the needs of their community.  They make this determination by drafting a Consolidated 
Plan.  These plans essentially represent a thorough and comprehensive housing plan. 
 
The Consolidated Plan covers the HUD funded Community Development Block Grant (CDBG); 
HOME Investment Partnerships Program (HOME) and the Emergency Solutions Grant (ESG) 
Program.  It delineates proposed activities funded under these programs.  Jurisdictions located 
within entitlement areas must participate in this housing plan.  Non-entitlement communities 
may want to consider using the Consolidated Plan as a format or guideline for their housing 
element. 
 
The intent of the Consolidated Plan is to meet three basic objectives: 1) decent, affordable 
housing; 2) a suitable living environment; and 3) provide economic opportunities.  The desired 
outcomes of the Consolidated Plan are (1) housing availability, (2) housing affordability and (3) 
community sustainability. 
 
The consolidated planning process serves as the framework for a community-wide dialogue to 
identify housing and community development priorities.  It attempts to align and focus funding 
toward meeting these priorities.  Key components of the Consolidated Plan include: 

 Consultation and Citizen Participation.  The Consolidated Plan planning process 
engages the community, both in the process of developing and reviewing the proposed 
plan and as partners and stakeholders in the implementation of programs.  By 
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consulting and collaborating with other public and private entities, jurisdictions align 
and coordinate community development programs with a range of other plans, 
programs and resources to achieve greater impact. 

 Housing and Community Needs Assessment:  This section of the Consolidated 
Plan contains the facts.  It includes a detailed housing market analysis.  It describes the 
number, condition and needs of public housing within the community.  It explains the 
number of families on public housing and tenant-based waiting lists.  It includes an 
inventory of facilities that serve homeless persons, particularly chronically homeless 
individuals and families, families with children, veterans and their families, and 
unaccompanied youth.  It includes an inventory of facilities and services that assist 
persons who are not homeless but require supportive housing; for example, programs 
for ensuring persons returning from mental and physical health institutions receive 
appropriate supportive housing.  

 Housing and Community Development Priorities:  This section describes the 
jurisdiction’s community development priorities and multiyear goals based on an 
assessment of housing and community development needs, an analysis of housing and 
economic market conditions and available resources. 

• Annual Action Plan.  The Annual Action Plans provides a concise summary of the 
actions, activities and the specific resources that will be used each year to address the 
priority needs and specific goals identified by the Consolidated Plan.  It includes cost 
estimates.  In this way, it looks like a capital facilities plan. 

• Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation Report (CAPER).  The 
CAPER represents the jurisdiction’s annual progress report.  It outlines accomplishments 
and progress toward meeting the objectives outlined in the Annual Action Plan. 

The Consolidated Plan requires some specific strategies.  It requires jurisdictions develop a 
strategy regarding how it will respond to the needs of its homeless population.  They must also 
provide a strategy relative to its goals, programs and policies to reduce the number of poverty-
level families.  Finally, it must explain how the jurisdiction will affirmatively advance fair 
housing throughout its community. 
 

Continued Affordability: 
The Consolidated Plan meets the requirements of RCW 36.70A.540’s “Affordable Housing Plan” 
with one exception.  RCW 36.70A.540 requires a longer period of continued affordability (50 
years) than required by most HUD programs (approximately 15 years).   
 
Continued affordability refers to requirements that the assisted housing remain affordable to 
the initial target population for a specific period of time.  For instance, if the initial eligibility 
requirements limited the housing to people earning less than 80 percent of median income; 
then for the next fifty years the resale or rent of the housing unit must remain affordable to 
people earning less than 80 percent of median income.  Enforcement of continued affordability 
typically occurs by recording a deed restriction.   
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The deed restriction stipulates the requirements for continued affordability.  It also contains 
language that either: (1) limits the resale or rent of the housing unit, or (2) recaptures the 
public assistance provided to acquire the housing unit when it transfers ownership.  The resale 
option typically applies to areas with predominantly high home sales prices.  These areas may 
have rapidly appreciating housing costs or a shortage of affordable homes for sale.  In some 
cases, the areas simply lack available land for new housing.  
 
The recapture option offers easier enforcement.  The deed restriction converts into a lien 
whenever the property changes ownership.  Release of the lien occurs when the seller repays 
the public assistance they received when they bought the housing unit.  The deed restriction 
that uses the recapture option will stipulate whether repayment means:  (1) a prorated portion 
of the assistance relative to the net proceeds from the sale of the house; or (2) simply the sum 
total amount of assistance originally provided.  It also stipulates what happens when net 
proceeds are insufficient.  In such cases, the homebuyer may not receive their entire 
investment back and, likewise, the jurisdiction may not recapture the full amount of the 
financial assistance they provided. 
 
In addition to easier enforcement, the recapture provision also provides a simpler resolution in 
the event of foreclosure.  The resale option does not terminate in the event of foreclosure.  
When the foreclosed property gets recovered, it must still remain affordable to an income 
eligible buyer.  On the other hand, the recapture option still requires the jurisdiction to recoup 
any net proceeds.  However, since recapture is limited to net proceeds, if the resale of the 
foreclosed home does not generate any net proceeds, then the recapture agreement is 
terminated. 
 
When a local government offers incentives for affordable housing (e.g., financial assistance), 
then it must comply with the mandatory requirements of RCW 36.70A.540.  In other words, it 
must make arrangements to assure continued affordability for 50 years – with a few 
exceptions.   
 
RCW 36.70A.540 states:  “The powers granted in this act are supplemental and additional to the 
powers otherwise held by local governments, and nothing in this act shall be construed as a 
limit on such powers.”  The language serves three different purposes.   

 First, it distinguishes incentive programs from affordable housing programs with 
mandatory requirements (“inclusionary programs”).   

 Second, the phrase distinguishes programs enacted after RCW 36.70A.540 from pre-
existing programs.  Pre-existing affordable housing programs do not have to comply 
with RCW 36.70A.540 unless an extension of the program is adopted by the local 
government in an ordinance or rule.   

 Finally, it recognizes that cities and counties had the authority to adopt incentive 
programs prior to the adoption of RCW 36.70A.540.  In other words, it establishes 
minimum standards for incentive programs that local governments chose to adopt after 
Year 2006, when RCW 36.70A.540 was passed by the legislature...   
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RCW 36.70A.540 provides some options when a conflict occurs relative to the terms of 
continued affordability.  It states local government may accept payments in lieu of continued 
affordability.  It allows a combination of continued affordability deed restriction plus a payment 
in-lieu of continued affordability.  For example, a developer may offer a deed restriction 
stipulating a single family housing unit remain affordable for 15 years along with a payment for 
the depreciated value of the house for the remaining 35 years.  Jurisdictions must use this 
payment to support the needs of the target population; for example, supportive services for 
low income people. 
 
 

Other Approaches to Provide Affordable Housing 
Regional Fair Share Affordable Housing Strategies 
Washington State’s Growth Management Act (GMA) requires that local governments plan for 
the “provision of affordable housing for all economic segments of the community.”51  In 
addition, they must comply with countywide planning policies.  Counties are required to 
consider “parameters for the distribution” of affordable housing.52  When these two laws are 
combined, a legislative mandate could be seen for “fair share” affordable housing policies. 
 
“Fair Share” housing policies typically focus on where housing, particularly housing limited to 
households with lower incomes, should be located.  Fair share housing policies consist of three 
stages:  estimation, allocation and enforcement. The formulas to estimate affordable housing 
distributions combine present need (current distribution of affordable housing) and future 
needs (projected housing affordable housing needs).  These estimates start with some rather 
broad assumptions.  For instance, it might assume that all jurisdictions within the county ought 
to have the same mix of income groups – which in realty hardly ever occurs.  Another 
assumption may contend that future populations will continue to have the same proportion of 
income groups – which likewise bucks current trends regarding the widening gap between high 
and low income groups. 
 
More recently, planners use jobs-to-housing ratios to determine the fair-share distribution of 
affordable housing.  This approach to estimating the distribution of affordable housing assumes 
communities should provide housing for the people who work in those communities.  It 
estimates the number of affordable housing units needed to correct existing imbalances.  It 
correlates future population growth with future economic growth to estimate the future need 
and distribution for affordable housing.   
 
Although many counties mention fair share distribution of affordable housing, a few counties 
provide language that is more prescriptive.  Snohomish and King County are examples of more 
prescriptive fair-share affordable housing policies.  Both of these counties provide affordable 

                                                        
51 RCW 36.70A.070(2) 
52 RCW 36.70A.210(e) 
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housing targets for each of their jurisdictions.  For example, King County provides the following 
general policy and formula regarding future housing growth.  
 

Housing Policy #1:  Address the countywide need for housing affordable to 
households with moderate, low and very-low incomes, including those with 
special needs.  The countywide need for housing by percentage of Area Median 
Income (AMI) is: 

 50-80% of AMI (moderate) 16% of total housing supply 

 30-50% of AMI (low) 12% of total housing supply 

 30% and below AMI (very-low) 12% of total housing supply 
 
Some jurisdictions try to meet their fair share distribution of affordable housing by providing 
various incentives such as density bonuses.  Some cities enacted inclusionary zoning 
ordinances.  For instance, the City Redmond’s inclusionary program implements its inclusionary 
zoning on a neighborhood-by-neighborhood basis.  Redmond’s inclusionary zone requires at 
least 15 percent of new homes in its residentially “constrained” zones be affordable to 
households earning less than 80 percent of area median income.  (RMC 21.08.030)  In 2012, 
Redmond’s Bear Creek, Downtown, Willows/Rose Hill, Grass Lawn, Education Hill, Overlake, 
and North Redmond include areas with inclusionary zones.  The City had issued permits for 34 
affordable homes through inclusionary zoning requirements in 2012.  They represent one-third 
of all the affordable housing units built in Redmond in 2012.  (City of Redmond, “Community 
Indicators: 2013”) 
 
OMB Circular A-95 reviews provide the main tool used to enforce fair-share housing policies.  
The Circular A-95 process establishes a regional clearinghouse.  Jurisdictions are asked to 
comment on how local developments that involve federal funds meet local planning 
requirements such as countywide planning policies.  A negative comment by a clearinghouse 
does not automatically invalidate the application for federal funding; however, it can hinder the 
application, particularly when the application involves funding distributed through a 
competitive process. 
 
Local governments must include in their housing plans how they will accommodate their fair 
share of affordable housing.  The increasing recognition of the association between jobs-to-
housing balance and transportation costs emphasizes the relevance of this strategy.535455  More 
and more communities recognize traffic congestion and increases in the costs of goods and 
services as pointing to their lack of affordable housing.  It may prompt them to demand that 
they get its fair share of affordable housing. 
 

                                                        
53  Portland Metro Affordable Housing Technical Advisory Committee, “Affordable Housing Production Goals (Fair 

Share) of the Regional Affordable Housing Strategy”, June 2000 

54  Jerry Weitz, “Jobs-To-Housing Balance”, American Planning Association, Report No. 516 

55  Hongliang Zhang, “Fair Share Housing Allocation: A Regional Equitable Approach in Land Use Control and 
Housing”, Nexus Research Group, February 2003 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 4 100 

Regional Housing Trust Funds 
Local governments can meet its “fair-share” requirement by pooling their resources.  A regional 
housing trust fund helps cities work together to meet the housing needs of an entire region.   
 
Best known among the regional housing trust fund efforts throughout the nation is the East 
King County, Washington housing trust fund administered by,A  REGIO N AL COA LI TI ON FOR 

HOUS I NG (ARCH).  ARCH was created in 1993 when King County and fifteen cities entered into 
an interlocal agreement to cooperatively address affordable housing issues on the east side of 
King County.  ARCH both administers the trust fund and provides technical assistance to 
participating jurisdictions.  
 
Participating cities play a key role in ARCH's overall efforts.  They work together to review and 
take action on land use issues that affect affordable housing.  They review and take action on 
ARCH work programs and administrative budgets.  They review and take action on the use of 
local resources for projects recommended through the housing trust fund process and for 
specific projects.  
 
ARCH’s collaborative efforts pay off.  Participating cities commit general fund, federal revenues, 
and other funds annually to the trust fund.  More than $30 million has been made available to 
the Fund.  Since 1993, the ARCH Housing Trust Fund has funded over 2,575 units of East King 
County housing for families, seniors, and persons with special needs.   
 
Sometimes communities form a serendipitous or organic regional housing trust fund.  Cities 
voluntarily join forces to pool their resources.  For example, the South King County “Human 
Services Funders Collaborative” or the Thurston County “Human Services Commission” are just 
two of many examples.  Some of these collaborations are relatively large.  For instance, the 
South King County Human Services Funders Collaborative represents seventeen other King 
County cities. 
 
These collaborations work under the assumption that human services and affordable housing 
do not recognize city boundaries; rather it is a regional issue.  They use common forms when 
they solicit grant applications.  They collaboratively review the applications and make 
recommendations to their collaborating cities.  Cities will commonly allocate their funds to 
build affordable housing in other cities.  They recognize these housing units as part of their own 
housing market.   
 
These organic housing trust funds or collaborations generate a number of grey hairs for 
planners.  They require a great deal of coordination between different governing boards in each 
city.  These collaborations particularly create problems with Consolidated Plans.  Participating 
cities want to count the housing units they helped generate in their planning documents and 
reports.  Consequently, some of these may get counted more than once.  Planners who 
participate in such collaborations need to address how they will avoid over-counting their 
affordable housing units; otherwise, it will result in underestimating their housing needs. 
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Some of these organic housing trust funds are moving toward more formalized organizational 
structures – similar to ARCH.  In some cases, they are melding into philanthropic organizations 
such as the United Way.  Their informal budget compilations are getting combined into formal 
budgets that reflect the affordable housing efforts for the entire region. 
 

Private Sector Initiatives 
Affordable housing units provided by private individuals often get overlooked in housing plans, 
which is very unfortunate because they represent a huge portion of rental units.  Next to 
multifamily apartment houses of five units or more, single family homes represents the next 
most common form of rental housing. 
 
Most of these single family homes are owned by private individuals.  They typically represent 
an investment made by other, private homeowners.  They use these rental properties to reduce 
their federal income tax burden.  In many rural areas and small towns, nearly all rental 
properties are privately-owned single family homes. 
 
A number of programs exist to 
encourage private home owners to 
invest in affordable housing.  For 
instance, the Washington Community 
Reinvestment Association (WCRA) is a 
non-profit supported by financial 
institutions around the state.  WCRA 
administers three revolving loan pools 
currently totaling approximately $105 
million.  Their lending programs 
provide long-term financing to support 
the creation and preservation of low 
income and special needs housing. 
 
Another program is offered by the 
Federal Home Loan Bank’s Affordable 
Housing Program (AHP).  It matches 
private funding for the acquisition, 
construction, or renovation of 
affordable housing.  The federal 
Department of Housing and Urban Development offers private individuals a number of investment 
incentives.  Their programs range from low interest loans to loan guarantees to home repairs. 
 
Relative to housing planning, local governments sometimes try to identify existing dwelling units 
formerly owned by higher-income households.  These units become potential affordable homes for 
lower income households.  By filtering these units, they create a population of potential or actual 
landlords.  Cities target these populations when they offer training in property management, crime 
prevention and nuisance abatement.  Sometimes they offer them financial incentives through their 
housing repair programs and revolving loan funds for single-family, residential conversions.  These 

Figure 4-4 
Rental Units by Type of Housing 

 

 
Source:   U.S. Census, Tenure by Units in Structure, 2012 
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loans and grants provide an incentive for private owners to convert their property into affordable 
units for lower income households. 
 
Habitat for Humanity represents another program.  In addition to building new homes, several 
Habitat chapters are rehabilitating existing homes for lower income homebuyers.  Habitat for 
Humanity is a locally run affiliate of Habitat for Humanity International, a nonprofit, ecumenical 
Christian housing organization.  They have affiliates and/or chapters in nearly every Washington 
county.  Habitat for Humanity works in partnership with people in need to build and renovate 
decent, affordable housing.  The houses then are sold to those in need at no profit and with no 
interest charged.  Habitat affiliates across the state build and rehabilitate an average of over 
100 homes per year.   
 
 

Regulatory Barriers to Affordable Housing 
Viable strategies to promote affordable housing must include a review of existing land use 
plans and development regulations.  For instance, land use designations or zones may result in 
limiting housing choices, which means decreasing the number of affordable homes.  The intent 
of zoning is not to limit affordable housing as much as address serious land use issues.  These 
issues range from traffic congestion to environmental protection.  However, in the final 
analysis, zoning issues require balancing the impact versus cost of housing. 
 
Lot size, lot width, and floor area lay the groundwork for the cost of housing.  Based on the 
findings from the buildable lands reports, housing developments often do not meet the 
prescribed density stipulated in their zoning codes.56  For instance, a zone with densities of 
eight dwelling units per acre often has housing developments producing four dwelling units per 
acre or less.  These larger lot sizes result in more expensive land and larger homes.  All of these 
combine to create larger price tags and less affordability.   
 
Chapter2:  Tools and Strategies to Address Housing Problems provides a number of strategies 
to create affordable housing through land use plans and development regulations.  The 
following are few additional suggestions.  They were derived from Snohomish County’s 
“Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choices”. 

 Small Lots:  At least one zone district (or overlay district or permit system) should exist 
that allows small lots (3,000 to 6,000 square feet) for single family detached housing in 
some locations.    

 Multifamily Zones: Communities should have at least one zone district (or overlay 
district or conditional use permit) that allows the construction of multifamily housing.  
These zones need to include parcels big enough to develop multi-family housing.   

 Minimum House Sizes: The zoning and subdivision regulations should not establish 
minimum house or dwelling unit sizes (beyond those in the building code). 

                                                        
56 Growth Management Services, “Buildable Lands Program:  2007 Evaluation Report – A Summary of Findings”, 

Department of Commerce, August 2008  
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Land use designations that reduce density likewise reduce the financial feasibility of public 
transit.  The lack of transit has a disproportionate effect on people with disabilities.  It restricts 
their access to services and it restricts their access to housing.  
 
 

Affordable Housing and the Growth Management Act 
Housing affordability is an issue that affects everybody.  Housing opportunities for people of all 
income groups is a key objective of the Growth Management Act (GMA).  The GMA requires 
local governments make plans to provide several key elements to their constituents.  
Affordable housing is near the top of the list.   
 
The policies and approaches to provide affordable housing strongly influence all the other 
elements.  Planning for affordable housing is a key part to achieving GMA goals for 
transportation and economic development.  Affordable housing determines the quality of life 
throughout Washington. 
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CHAPTER 5: NEIGHBORHOOD PLANNING 

 
For homebuyers and tenants alike, where they choose to live becomes one of the most 
important decisions they make.   
 
Next to greater affordability, relocation to a “better neighborhood” ranks among the top 
reasons to consider homeownership.57 The choice of neighborhoods varies considerably among 
households.  Nonetheless, popular and sustainable neighborhoods have a number of factors in 
common.  The American Planning Association lists the following as characteristics of a “Great 
Neighborhood”58 

 Has a variety of functional attributes that contribute to a resident's day-to-day living (i.e. 
residential, commercial, or mixed-uses). 

 Accommodates multi-modal transportation (i.e. pedestrians, bicyclists, automobiles). 

 Has design and architectural features that are visually interesting. 

 Encourages human contact and social activities. 

 Promotes community involvement and maintains a secure environment. 

 Promotes sustainability and responds to climatic demands. 

 Has a memorable character. 

 

Why do Neighborhood Planning? 
Neighborhoods are places that meet the everyday demands of life – such as food, 
shelter and social bonding.  They provide spaces where people can make and meet 
friends, exchange information, create projects, propose solutions and generally have fun 
together.  They create and provide a common voice.   
 
Sometimes residents nudge their cities into neighborhood planning.  The City of Vancouver has 
an award-winning neighborhood program.  Among other reasons, Vancouver created its Office 
of Neighborhoods to decrease citizen complains.  The City of Seattle’s Department of 
Neighborhoods is world-renowned.  It too began through the work of neighborhood activists.  
However, most cities start planning at the neighborhood level because it works.59  
                                                        
57  Washington Center For Real Estate Research, “Buying or Selling a Home in Washington:  A 2010 Survey of 

Recent Buyers and Sellers:  Executive Summary”, page 3 
58  American Planning Association, “Characteristics and Guidelines of Great Neighborhoods” 
59  Jim Diers, Neighbor Power: Building Community the Seattle Way, University of Washington Press (January 1, 

2004) APA’s Elements of a Neighborhood Plan 
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The neighborhood planning process generates a number of tangible and intangible benefits.  
Both city officials and neighborhood residents obtain a clear vision of its priorities.  They 
develop a consensus on what needs to done.  The residents have among themselves 
recognizable leaders.  They have greater visibility both civically and commercially.  Businesses 
will know what services the neighborhood needs and/or what developments they may 
welcome. 
 
Neighborhood planning can improve coordination of services and reduce regulatory costs.  It 
brings greater attention, focus and problem solving to an area.  It provides a forum to articulate 
and coordinates input regarding a wide range of issues.  
 

Key Components of a Neighborhood Plan 
The neighborhood planning process typically includes developing a vision with input from a 
variety of stakeholder groups such as neighborhood residents, governmental officials, 
community organizations and local business owners.  A neighborhood plan contains a set of 
strategies to maintain or improve designated areas that relate to the different uses such as 
residential, commercial, etc.  Other important aspects of the plan include identifying 
boundaries of the neighborhoods and analyzing the social, economic, safety, housing, and 
demographic characteristics of the area. 
 
Most importantly, neighborhood plans offer citizens perhaps their best opportunity to 
participate directly in the planning process.  Neighborhood planning brings together multiple 
city departments, community organizations, schools, citizens, local business people and 
environmentalists.  They all get together to express their concerns, needs and ideas for a 
specific area. 
 
Neighborhood plans have a variety of different formats; but they essentially have three key 
features: 

1. They organize neighborhood residents and seek their input through the planning 
process. 

2. They establish neighborhood boundaries readily recognized in the community. 

3. They involve the private sector, including both citizens and businesses, in the 
implementation of a neighborhood plan. 
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APA’s Neighborhood Plan Format: 
Initially neighborhood plans looked like mini-comp plans.  They contained nearly all of the same 
elements found in the comprehensive plan.  The American Planning Association reviewed 
neighborhood plans from around the nation.  From their analysis, they grouped the elements 
into four categories.  They developed a matrix that breaks down each category relative to its 
importance.  The column titled – “Promotes Collaboration” – pertains to information that 
stakeholders can continue to use after the planning process. 
 

Table 5-1 
APA’s Elements of a Neighborhood Plan60 

 

CATEGORY 
LEVEL OF IMPORTANCE 

ESSENTIAL OPTIONAL 
PROMOTES 
COLLABORATION 

General Housekeeping 

Name of Plan Plan Organization Resource Directory 

Table of Contents Graphic Aids  

Time Frame   

Acknowledgements   

Glossary   

Planning Process Validation 

Neighborhood 
Organizational Structure 
and Process 

Relationship to Other 
Plans 

 

Mission/Purpose 
statement 

  

Citizen Participation 
Plan 

  

Needs Assessment   

Neighborhood Establishment Boundary Delineation Neighborhood History Neighborhood Identity 

Functional Elements 

Residential Safety/Crime Prevention Human Services 

Transportation/Circulati
on/Pedestrian Access 

Parks/Recreation/Cultur
al Resources 

Educational Needs 

Land Use / Zoning Historic Preservation Youth Services 

Infrastructure / Utilities Economic Development  

 Employment / 
Commerce 

 

 
 

                                                        
60  Julie Wilke, A National Review of Best Practices in Neighborhood Planning, University of Texas at Austin, 

School of Architecture, 2007 Neighborhood Planning Conference, March 2006, Page 8 
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Seattle and Vancouver’s Neighborhood Plan Format 
Both the City of Vancouver and the City of Seattle use an abbreviated format for their 
neighborhood plans.  They use the same format for each neighborhood.  Using the same format 
allows them to offer training so residents can draft their own plans.  Their neighborhood plans 
focus more on strategies and performance measurements.   
 
The following is an example of the City of Vancouver’s neighborhood plan format.61 

 Create a Neighborhood Profile 

 Create a Neighborhood Vision Statement 

o A vision should be inclusive 

o A vision should have a flagship idea. 

o A vision should be comprehensive 

o A vision should be community-driven. 

o A vision should address implementation 

 Create Objectives that include: 

o Public Safety 

o Open Space and Recreation 

o Community Appearance 

o Housing  

 Create Action Steps that are: 

o Measurable 

o Results-Oriented 

o Realistic 

 Prioritize Action Steps 

 Identify Responsible Parties 

 
 

Establishing Neighborhood Boundaries 
A great deal of debate often occurs when trying to decide what to call a neighborhood.  This 
debate is healthy because it articulates the character of the neighborhood.  It identifies the 
values that neighborhood residents share and consider important. 
 

                                                        
61  City of Vancouver Office of Neighborhoods, “Neighborhood Action Planning Kit” 
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The size or boundaries of neighborhoods vary due to a number of factors.  Sometimes 
boundaries become obvious due to physical and geographic constraints such as major streets 
and shorelines.  Other factors include mobilizing public participation.  For instance, 
neighborhood planners tend to use existing groups of people that represent a particular 
neighborhood.  They contact the parent-teacher organizations or business groups.  
Subsequently, the boundaries of the neighborhood become the same boundaries as the 
attainment area of elementary school or business district catchment area. 
 
Another consideration includes the size of the neighborhood.  Traditionally planners use 
walking distance as a measurement regarding the size of neighborhoods.  For instance, some 
school districts limit the use of school buses to pick up children who live a half a mile or more 
from a particular school.  Subsequently, the size of the neighborhood has a half-mile radius – 
the distance children are expected to walk to school.  More densely populated areas use a 
smaller walking radius.  For instance, transit-oriented developments often use a quarter-mile 
radius.    
 
In some suburban areas, neighborhoods consist of individual subdivisions or pods.  Sometimes 
these pods are already organized.  They have existing neighborhood associations.  As the 
landscape gets filled-up with these pods, the need for coordination begins to arise.  In such 
cases, neighborhood plans connect these isolated pods into a much larger neighborhood.   
 
Another consideration is the number of people a neighborhood represents.  This factor 
becomes important when considering how much staff time a city might dedicate to 
neighborhood planning.  Smaller 
neighborhoods may require more 
overall staff time because smaller 
neighborhoods usually mean a city 
consists of a large number of 
neighborhoods.  Consequently, city 
staff will need to go through the 
planning process more often.  Larger 
neighborhoods may require less staff 
time because they go through the 
process less often, though the number 
and complexity of issues may be larger 
for each plan.   
 
Another consideration is the source of 
the data used to analyze the 
neighborhood.  Most planners use 
census data to calculate populations.  
The Census Bureau generally creates a census tract to represent a homogeneous group that 
does not change much over time.  The optimal size of a census tract is 4,000 people.  They 

Table 5-2 
Census Geography 

 
Source:   Bill Mandeville, AICP, Washington Dept. of Commerce, 

Growth Management Services 
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break census tracts into block groups, which they consider 1,500 people as an optimal size.62 By 
comparison, a zip code area may encompass tens of thousands of residents.  
 
Finally, planners need to recognize pocket neighborhoods or neighborhoods within 
neighborhoods.  For instance, a neighborhood consisting of pods may have several 
neighborhood associations.  Each association has its own vested interest.  Another example 
pertains to Neighborhood Block Watch.  Neighborhood Block Watches vary in size.  They range 
as small as one block to a dozen blocks.   
 
A key characteristic of pocket neighborhoods is a shared common space.  For instance, it might 
include clustered groups of neighboring houses or apartments gathered around a shared open 
space — such as a garden courtyard, a pedestrian street, a series of joined backyards, or a 
reclaimed alley.  It might pertain to the original subdivision.  In any case, those who live near 
the space have a clear sense of territory and shared stewardship.63 
 
 

Sources of Data for Neighborhood Plans 
Neighborhood plans tap into the same sources of data used to draft the overall housing 
element of the comprehensive plan – only they focus on a small scale.  The previous sections 
presented some of these data sources (e.g., housing inventory and housing profile).  This 
section will focus primarily on sources of data used in neighborhood planning.   
 

Housing Inventory   
The tax assessment data used to draft the housing inventory (see Chapter 5) can also draft the 
housing inventory for neighborhood plans.  In particular, this data can identify underdeveloped 
lots and blighted properties.  This information might turn into some action plans to correct 
these problems.  

 
American Community Survey Data 
The American Community Survey replaces the once every ten years or “Long Form” from the 
Census Bureau.  The “Long Form” data contained detailed demographic information at the 
block group level.  It was formerly referred to as the STF-3 and STF-4 files.  The American 
Community Survey replaces the “Long Form” data and, subsequently the SFT-3 and STF-4 files 
are no longer available.  It now provides data at both the census and block group levels.  
Neighborhood planners will need to know the census tract and block group numbers for their 
neighborhood.  The “Geography” section of the Census website64 provides reference maps that 
supply this information. 

                                                        
62  U.S. Census Bureau, “Geographic Definitions”, LINK:  http://www.census.gov/geo/www/geo_defn.html 
63  Ross Chapin, Pocket Neighborhoods, Tautnton Press 
64  U.S. Census Bureau, “Reference Maps”, http://www.census.gov/geo/maps-data/maps/reference.html 
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Foreclosure Data   
Foreclosure-Response.org is an online guide to foreclosure prevention and neighborhood 
stabilization.  The site includes data about foreclosures, home loans and prolonged vacancies.  
It offers tools to create customized data reports and maps.  
 
LOC AL INI TI AT IVES SUP PORT CO RPO RA TION  (LISC):  To help states and communities make 
informed decisions about how to allocate and spend their resources for foreclosure prevention 
and neighborhood stabilization, the LOCA L INI TI A TIVE S SU PPORT CO RPO RATI ON  (LISC) has 
developed datasets with foreclosure "risk scores" at the ZIP Code level within each state and 
within each metropolitan area.  These scores incorporate measures of subprime lending, 
foreclosures, delinquency, and vacancies. 
 

Hmda High-Cost Loans65  
The Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) requires most lending institutions to report 
mortgage loan applications, including the outcome of the application, information about the 
loan, and location of the property.  The Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council 
(FFIEC) collects this data in order to determine whether financial institutions are meeting a 
community's housing credit needs; to target community development funds to attract private 
investment; and to identify possible discriminatory lending patterns.  Indicators data available 
on Foreclosure-Response include: 

 Foreclosure Risk: The density of high-cost purchase loans in an area measures the 
potential density of foreclosures.  This indicator includes the rate of total and non-
owner-occupant mortgage loans with high costs from 2004 to 2006.  These high-cost 
loans have higher interest rates and are more likely to be at risk of foreclosure than 
loans with lower interest rates.  Indicators of high-cost refinancing are also included.  

 Housing Market Strength:  The web site includes indicators of both the volume and 
median loan amount to give a sense of the demand for housing in a given area.  Go to 
the HMDA Housing Market Conditions maps. 

 
  

                                                        
65  Foreclosure-Response.org, Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Indicators, http://www.foreclosure-

response.org/maps_and_data/hmda_data_2010.html#1 
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Neighborhood Stabilization Program   
HUD provides foreclosure data at the county, place and Census tract level geographies.  These 
files are downloadable.  The following is an example of the information available for two 
Census tracts that represent most of the City of Tumwater, Washington.   
 

Table 5-3 
Example of HUD’s Foreclosure Information 
{City of Tumwater: Census Tracts 010800 & 010900} 

 

Census Tract 010800 010900 Tumwater 

Number of Households 2,675 4,057 6,732 

Estimated Number of Foreclosures 24 36 60 

Estimated Number Mortgages 1,186 1,886 3,072 

Estimated Foreclosure Rate 2.0% 1.9% 1.97% 

Total 90 Day Vacant Addresses 50 83 133 

Total Residential Addresses 2,845 4,756 7,601 

Estimated 90 Day Vacancy Rate 1.8% 1.7% 1.75% 

Total High Cost MHDA Loans 1.8% 1.7% 1.75 

Total HMDA Loans 771 1,226 1,997 

Estimated High Cost Loan Rate 17.8% 17.2% 17.49% 

BLS Unemployment Rate 5.7% 5.6% 5.65% 

Change in Housing Price Index -0.1% -0.1% -0.14% 

 Source:  http://www.huduser.org/portal/datasets/nsp_foreclosure_data.html 

 

Neighborhood Economic Data   
Most economic data covers much broader areas than individual neighborhoods.  Chapter 5 
provides information for these data sources.  Information taken off local business license 
applications provides perhaps the best source of economic data at the neighborhood level.  The 
following sources provide some economic data on a smaller scale than typically found.   

 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Business and Industry:   Every 5 years—in years ending in “2” 
and “7”—the Economic Census collects business statistics.  The Economic Census uses 
the same geography as the Decennial Census.  It provides information on industry 
revenues and other measures of American business.  It provides perhaps the best 
source of information for small towns. 
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 Washington State Employment Security Department, Reports, Data and Tools, provides 
detailed employment at the county level.  It also includes data for some metropolitan 
areas. 

 U.S Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics:  The Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) program produces monthly 
and annual employment, unemployment, and labor force data using Census regions and 
divisions, It provides information for states, counties, metropolitan areas and many 
cities.  (Note:  LAU numbers are similar to the STFID numbers.) 

 U.S Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Expenditure Survey:  
The Consumer Expenditure Survey (CE) program consists of two surveys, the Quarterly 
Interview Survey and the Diary Survey, that provide information on the buying habits of 
American consumers.  The U.S. Census’s Bureau of Labor Statistics collects the data.  
The CE database includes information at the county and LAU level. 

 

School Data 
Chapter 5 presented the data available 
through Washington’s Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI).  
The data from OSPI’s school report cards is 
particularly helpful when drafting 
neighborhood plans.  It provides student 
demographic information.  It includes the 
number of students receiving free and 
reduced-price meals and special education 
needs.  In addition to OSPI, each individual 
school district has neighborhood data.  This 
data particularly helps identify the 
characteristics of a neighborhood.  Several 
school districts issue performance reports.  
These reports often include mobility rates – 
the percentage of students who did not 
attend the school the previous year.  School 
mobility rates serves as important 
neighborhood indicator.  Changes in this rate 
indicate whether residents find the 
neighborhood a good place to live and raise 
their children. 
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Quality of Life, Public Safety and Social Equity 
The most distinguishable characteristic of neighborhoods is the level of citizen participation 
that they allow.  For example, the City of Vancouver municipal code defines a neighborhood as 
follows. 
 

“A neighborhood is a group of residents, property owners, businesses and non-
profit organizations within the boundaries established by the affected residents, 
property owners, businesses and non-profits of the “neighborhood” for the 
purpose of considering and acting upon a broad range of issues affecting their 
neighborhood’s livability and to foster open communication and partnership 
with the city.”66 

 
Neighborhood plans are effective tools to transform neighborhoods.  It focuses on assets not 
mentioned, at least in much detail, in comprehensive plans.  These assets are as equally 
important to housing as land use designations and development regulations.   
 
Neighborhood plans operate under the assumption that an integrated, coordinated planning 
effort is required to improve the quality of these five neighborhood assets:   

1. Developmental assets that allow residents to attain the skills needed to be successful in 
all aspects of daily life (e.g., educational institutions, early learning centers, and health 
resources);  

2. Commercial assets that are associated with production, employment, transactions, and 
sales (e.g., labor force and retail establishments);  

3. Recreational assets that create value in a neighborhood beyond work and education 
(e.g., parks, open space, community gardens, and arts organizations); 

4. Physical assets that are associated with the built environment and physical 
infrastructure (e.g., housing, commercial buildings, and roads); and  

5. Social assets that establish well-functioning social interactions (e.g., public safety and 
community engagement). 

Cities use neighborhood plans to mobilize residents to create and sustain the above 
neighborhood assets.  The following are some examples of how neighborhood plans help 
improve the quality of life. 
 
 

Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED):67  
Neighborhood plans are an excellent way to implement crime prevention through 
environmental design (CPTED).  CPTED uses urban design and planning to make areas feel safer 
at all hours.  It focuses on various ways the built environment can help deter crime.  
                                                        
66  Vancouver Municipal Code, Section 2.75.020: Definitions:  Neighborhood 
67  Department of Commerce, Property Management Resources, 

http://www.commerce.wa.gov/Programs/housing/TrustFund/Pages/PropertyManagementResources.aspx 
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Neighborhood plans identify areas where CPTED might work effectively.  If nothing else, it 
brings the principles and recommended practices to homeowners and property managers. 
 
Many “landlord training” programs include training about CPTED.  Landlord Training programs 
were designed to help law enforcement agencies, landlords, property managers, and residents 
keep illegal activity out of rental property.  John H. Campbell of Campbell DeLong Resources 
Inc.68, developed the initial program for the Portland (Oregon) Police Bureau.  Funding from the 
U.S. Department of Justice enabled them to set up programs across the nation (including 
remote villages in Alaska).  The program received national recognition as an “Innovation in 
State and Local Government” by the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University.  
 
Landlord training programs are particularly effective in areas with large numbers of rental 
housing units.  Some communities issue certificates or logos that property managers, who 
completed the training, can display somewhere prominently on their property.  These 
certificates/logos help assure prospective tenants that they are moving into a safe 
neighborhood. 

 
Neighborhood plans that promote landlord training and CPTED tend to focus on maintaining 
the collaboration, created during the planning process, between landlords, property managers 
and police departments.  They might form landlord/property manager associations that 
continue to provide training and update the resources mentioned in the neighborhood plan. 

o More Information   

– Department of Commerce, PRO PERTY  MANA GE M ENT RESOU RCES  

– Campbell Delong Resources, NATIO NA L LAND LO RD TRAIN IN G PRO GR AM:  

KEEPIN G ILLE GA L ACTIV I TY  OU T O F REN TA L PRO PERTY ,  

  

                                                        
68  Campbell Delong Resources, “National Landlord Training Program: Keeping Illegal Activity Out of Rental 

Property, LINK:  http://www.cdri.com/community-problem-solving/landlordproperty-management-
training.html 
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Safe Routes to School69  
Safety issues are a big concern for parents, who consistently cite traffic danger as a reason why 
their children are unable to bicycle or walk to school.70  The Federal Safe Routes to School 
(SRTS) Program empowers communities to make walking and bicycling to school a safe and 
routine activity.   
 
Neighborhood plans identify safe school routes and mobilize neighborhoods to keep them safe.  
They typically include maps that illustrate designated “safe school routes”.  Local school 
districts, parent-teacher organizations and police use these maps to organize their school 
patrols and intersection monitors. 
 
Washington's Safe Routes to School program provides technical assistance and resources.  The 
program strives to get more children walking and bicycling to school safely, reduce congestion 
around schools and improve air quality.  Since its inception in 2005, it has reached 177 schools.  
It improved walking and biking conditions safer for about 77,000 children.  The number of 
children biking and walking has increased by over 20 percent, with a measured increase in 
pedestrian and bicycle facilities and a reduction in motorist speeds. 
 
Neighborhood plans might outline design criteria that local residents believe will make them 
more comfortable to allow their children to walk or bicycle to school.  For instance, increasing 
the number of streetlights along designated Safe School Routes improves visibility and safety.  
It designates these routes as uniquely different from residential streets.   
 
Another strategy pertains to bicycle routes and bicycle boulevards.  Designated Safe School 
Routes might have restricted parking on one side of the street during a school’s peak rush 
hours.  In this way, children will not weave in and out of traffic as they pass parked cars.  Bicycle 
boulevards are streets where bicyclists have the right-of-way.  It allows bicyclists, such as 
middle and high school students, to pedal faster and get to school more safely.   
 
The process to draft neighborhood plans gets school, city and police officials to collaborate with 
local residents.  These plans provide residents information about safe routes to school.  For 
instance, they identify Safe School Route Coordinators assigned by school districts and police 
departments to coordinate the program.  Neighborhood plans enables them to continue the 
collaboration necessary to keep these routes to and from school safe.  They help assure parents 
that they will stay that way. 

o More Information   

– Washington State Department of Transportation, SAFE ROUTES TO SCHOOL    

– Federal Highway Administration, SAFE ROUTES  T O SCHOOL PRO GRA M   

                                                        
69  Washington State Department of Transportation, Safe Routes to School 
70  Federal Highway Administration, Safe Routes to School Program, http://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/saferoutes/ 
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Historical Places and Historic Preservation   
Neighborhood planning offers an excellent tool for historic preservation.  Neighborhood plans 
can identify historical assets.  The planning process and resulting plan encourages residents to 
preserve these assets.  Washington State’s Department of Archaeology and Historic 
Preservation offers a “CERT I FIED LO CA L GO VERN MENT  PRO GRA M” (CLG).  This program guides 
local governments through the process to meet federal and state standards for historic 
preservation.  CLGs may apply for special grants and may offer special tax valuation to locally 
listed properties.   
 

Urban and Community Forests   
Many cities proudly display signs indicating they are a “Tree City USA.”  Urban forest programs 
generate several benefits including increased property value, energy conservation, reduced 
noise levels and improved air quality.  Neighborhood plans often serve as the first step toward 
organizing and recognizing this urban forest.  These plans may include inventory of trees.  It 
may include a list of significant or heritage trees – a tree or collection of trees valued for its 
unique characteristics that set it apart from other similar trees or serves as a neighborhood 
landmark.  The Washington State Department of Natural Resources offers an “Urban and 
Community Forestry Program.”  Their program includes on-line training along with other 
resources and technical assistance. 
 

o More Information   

– Department of Commerce, Evergreen Communities Act, A  GUIDE  TO CO M MUNI TY  

AND URBAN FO REST RY PRO GRA MIN G  
– Department of Natural Resources,  URBAN  AND COMMU NI TY FO REST RY PRO GRA M  

 

Neighborhood Plans and Transaction Costs 
Neighborhood plans present a plan for a clearly delineated area.  They give more detailed 
recommendations than offered by the comprehensive plan.  In this way, neighborhood plans 
can decrease transaction costs by improving the predictability and reducing the complexity of 
development regulations in a particular area.   
 
The staff costs to organize neighborhood stakeholders and draft neighborhood plans represents 
the main transaction costs for most cities and counties.  Several cities reduce these costs by 
training residents to draft their neighborhood plans.  
 
Neighborhood plans should focus more on quality of life, public safety and equity issues and 
less on land use issues, which are covered in the comprehensive plan.  Empowering residents to 
help improve public safety and collaboratively work together to decrease public  
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nuisances can result in some significant cost-savings for local governments.  Many cities use 
neighborhood planning as means to reduce public complaints, vandalism and property crime.  
They also help residents develop the capacity to organize and/or solve their own problems.  For 
example, neighborhood block watch programs and greater participation in parent-teacher 
organizations are common spinoffs from neighborhood planning.  Empowered residents can 
provide a number of intangible benefits that reduce costs – such as reduced crime rates, less 
vandalism and better use of local schools and playgrounds. 
 
Cities and counties can reduce the cost to develop neighborhood plans by avoiding turning 
them into “mini-comprehensive plans.”  Instead, they develop neighborhood plans that look 
more like a strategy or work plan.  The neighborhood programs in both Seattle and Vancouver 
use this approach.  Their plans consist of a vision statement and then steps necessary to make 
that vision a reality.  They develop an action plan or work plan that identifies responsible 
parties.  They use a common format that reduces their cost to train residents to write their own 
plans. 
 

Policies for Sustainable Neighborhoods 
Residents and local governments across the state are working to advance sustainable 
neighborhoods.  They focus on local food supply, sustainable energy sources, prosperous local 
economy, vitality and community well-being.71  
 
 

Partnership for Sustainable Communities 
Thurston County Regional Planning Council and the Puget Sound Regional Council received 
Sustainable Communities Challenge grants.  These grants are part of the HUD-DOT-EPA 
Partnership for Sustainable Communities.  They are using these grants to draft neighborhood 
and regional plans that advance the six livability principles that will act as a foundation for inter-
governmental coordination:  
 
1.  Provide more transportation choices:  Develop safe, reliable and economical 

transportation choices to decrease household transportation costs, reduce our nation’s 
dependence on foreign oil, improve air quality, reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
promote public health.  

 
2.  Promote equitable, affordable housing:  Expand location- and energy-efficient housing 

choices for people of all ages, incomes, races and ethnicities to increase mobility and 
lower the combined cost of housing and transportation. 

 
                                                        
71  T R A N S I T I O N  N E T W O R K  provides links to groups across American who are interested in helping achieve a 

vision of resiliency and self-reliance.  Their website lists a dozen initiative groups across the state of 
Washington.  P A R T N E R S H I P  F O R  S U S T A I N A B L E  C O M M U N I T I E S  provides access to information about “smart 
growth” initiatives across the nation.  RE S O U R C E S  O N  S U S T A I N A B L E  C O M M U N I T I E S  provide a comprehensive 
list of additional groups and initiatives – including several in Washington. 
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3.  Enhance economic competitiveness:  Improve economic competitiveness through 
reliable and timely access to employment centers, educational opportunities, services 
and other basic needs by workers as well as expanded business access to markets.  

 
4.  Support existing communities:  Target federal funding toward existing communities—

through such strategies as transit-oriented, mixed-use development and land 
recycling—to increase community revitalization, improve the efficiency of public works 
investments, and safeguard rural landscapes.  

 
5.  Coordinate policies and leverage investment:  Align federal policies and funding to 

remove barriers to collaboration, leverage funding and increase the accountability and 
effectiveness of all levels of government to plan for future growth, including making 
smart energy choices such as locally generated renewable energy. 

 
6.  Value communities and neighborhoods:  Enhance the unique characteristics of all 

communities by investing in healthy, safe, and walkable neighborhoods—rural, urban, 
or suburban. 

 
 

Cradle to Grave Neighborhoods:   
The Urban Land Institute put forth the concept of “cradle to grave” neighborhoods.  They point 
out that if a person can be born, raised, go through college, return to the neighborhood, and 
live out his or her life in the neighborhood, it implies sustainability, longevity, and history.  
“Cradle to Grave” neighborhoods have the following characteristics:  

 unique identity,  

 recognizable smaller components,  

 both physical and intergovernmental connectivity,  

 neighborhood guidelines and a logo.   
 

The Urban Land Institute advocates capturing these characteristics through well-drafted 
neighborhood plans. 
 
 
Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative72 
President Obama declared in his Inaugural Address, “the time has come to reaffirm the promise 
that in the United States of America “all are equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to 
pursue their full measure of happiness.”73 
 

                                                        
72  Office of the President, Office of Urban Affairs, Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative 
73  Office of the President, “The White House Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative” 
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The Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative, a White House-led interagency collaboration, has 
been developing and executing a place-based strategy to empower neighborhoods across the 
nation.  It has five key elements: 

1)  Resident engagement and community leadership;  

2)  Developing strategic and accountable partnerships;  

3)  Maintaining a results-focus supported by data;  

4)  Investing in and building organizational capacity; and  

5)  Alignment of resources to a unified and targeted impact strategy.  

 
This initiative resulted in a number of federal agencies focusing their resources on 
neighborhood level activities.  The HUD-DOT-EPA Partnership for Sustainable Communities is 
one example.  The Department of Justice is also actively involved in implementing this initiative. 
 

Conclusion   
Targeting specific neighborhoods was a major lesson learned through the Neighborhood 
Stabilization Program.  Neighborhood plans focus on the vision of a community and mobilizes 
resources toward achieving that vision.  Even with the challenge of the housing downturn, it 
presents the best approach toward stabilizing home prices by creating and sustaining 
neighborhoods that people value. 
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CHAPTER 6:  LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE HOUSING CRISIS 
 
       “The foreclosure crisis should not be viewed as a temporary problem that must be addressed in order to get on 

with business as usual. The crisis will have results that alter what is “usual,” which will require a new strategic 
approach to manage the changed conditions.  Thus, the foreclosure crisis may be viewed as an opportunity to 
re-orient housing strategies to focus also on creating or supporting neighborhoods that offer residents an 
attractive place to live.” 

 
 “Housing market” refers to exchanges between buyers and sellers, landlords and tenants, 
property owners and developers.  Markets reflect the cost and risk of carrying out complex 
transactions that typically involve multiple groups of people.  Markets respond to the “rules of 
the game”.74  The rules of the game are established through planning and markets.   
 
Understanding the interaction between local plans, development regulations and the local 
housing market is critical when local governments update their comprehensive land use plans.  
This interaction establishes the value of transactions.  It delineates and/or restricts rights 
regarding the use of property.   
 

 Exchanging the Right to Use Land -- The cost to reach an agreement between buyers, 
sellers and agencies that protect vested interest in the use of the property (e.g., 
REALTOR®’s commission, closing fees, legal fees to draft sales agreements, covenants 
and restriction, etc.) 

 Regulating the Use of Land -- Creating land values through land use planning and 
development regulations.  It includes the cost for collective deliberation (e.g., cost of 
public participation, resolution of conflict of interest in the land, cost to maintain the 
structure that allows collective deliberation) 

 Transferring the Use of Land -- These transaction costs pertain to maintaining the 
structure to transact the exchange of land uses.  This includes the costs of collective 
deliberation such as planning and public participation.  It includes the costs to maintain 
title companies, financial institutions, public records and the judicial system that 
protects property rights. 

 Getting Permission to Use the Land -- In addition to fees and permits, transaction costs 
include the cost to negotiate agreements.  For example, it includes the costs to present 
the information to subdivide property.  It includes the costs to acquire financing. 

 

                                                        
74  Williamson, Oliver. The Economics of Governance. University of California, Berkeley, January 2005. Link: 

http://www.aeaweb.org/assa/2005/0107_1645_0101.pdf 
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Transaction costs arise from a number of different activities.  But when you boil them all down, 
at the bottom of the pot are two key variables – complexity and predictability.75 In both the 
public and private sector, transaction costs derive from activities that make sure you get what 
you purchase; in other words, predictability.  Whenever transactions involve or affect multiple 
people, wildlife, agencies, other activities or the environment in general – then costs are 
derived from activities to sort it all out – in other words, the cost of complexity. 
 
These transaction costs do not go away, they merely shift.  For instance, cost associated with 
predictability shift between -- activities to create and maintain a structured, organized 
environment to – to activities to fix problems, if and when they occur, both in real time or 
perceived problems believed likely to occur in the future. 
 
Communities use planning and development regulations to strike a balance.   When drafting 
regulations, they trade-off between greater certainty by the level of detail that they will require 
or by leaving these details for developers, buyers, sellers and residents to work out.  Where 
they land determines the type and level of detail in their plans and development regulations. 
 

 

Try Different Approaches 
Over the past twenty years, a number of different approaches developed and evolved regarding 
affordable housing.  Even the definition evolved.  Affordable housing pertains to all income 
groups.  It pertains to a community’s local economy in general.  The American Planning 
Association offers the following definition of affordable housing. 
 
A range of housing choices, for all income groups, that provides access to employment and vital services without 

creating an excessive financial burden on the household.  Excessive financial burden is typically defined as 
costs more than 35 percent of a household’s gross income.   

 
Planners face a daunting task when they ask – “How do or can we impact our local housing 
market?  They use different metrics to identify different housing needs; for example:  

• Housing-Transportation Affordability Index  
• Jobs-to-Housing Balance  
• Affordable Housing Index 
• Special Needs Housing Inventory 
• Workforce Housing Index 
• Affordability Gap 
• Excessive Housing Cost Ratio  

No one approach will work for all cities and counties.  For this reason, they are encouraged to 
employ different approaches.  Low/Moderate Home Prices 

                                                        
75  Ibid, pages 30-37 
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PSRC’s Site-Based Affordable Housing Approach 
Puget Sound Regional Council partnered with the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and 
Ethnicity in Ohio.  Together they developed maps building off of the Institute’s work on 
“Communities of Opportunity”. 
 
This process resulted in a set of opportunity indicators.  These indicators represent five key 
elements of neighborhood opportunity.  They converted data from these indicators into a 
comprehensive index of opportunity for all census tracts within PSRC’s four counties. 
 

Figure 6-8 
Development Opportunity Index76 
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PSRC’s analysis of the region found that much of the HUD site-based affordable housing was 
located within close proximity to areas of geographic opportunities.  This finding suggest a 
strength that the region should leverage and build upon.  PSRC encourages improving the 
mobility of low-income residents.  By targeting resources around this strength or asset, the 
social and economic sustainability of the region will grow stronger. 
 
PSRC went on to recommend a “Site-Based Affordable Housing” approach.  It uses their 
Geographic Opportunity Map to help people with housing vouchers move to areas with 
opportunities.  PSRC uses this approach to emphasize linkages to opportunity as it plans for 
Sound Transit. They encourage cities to invest in the fundamentals of opportunity, which are 
encompassed by the opportunity indicators. 
Site-Based Affordable Housing Approach: 

 Develop a map using the opportunity index. 

 Focus on using existing HUD site-based affordable housing stock. 

                                                        
76  PSRC, Equity, Opportunity and Sustainability in the Puget Sound:  A Study of the Region’s Geography of 

Opportunity, May 2012, page 6 
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 Emphasize linkages to opportunity through public transportation. 

 Invest in the “Fundamentals of Opportunity”. 
 
PSRC’s “Site-Based Affordable Housing” approach is similar to the asset mapping used by social 
service planners.  Asset mapping represents a technique of mobilizing community resources to 
create more resilient residents with neighborhood-based organizational and problem-solving 
capacity.  PSRC used many of the same assets.  They add assets related to transportation and 
proximity to various public and private facilities such as parks, public transit, grocery stores, 
community gardens and farmer markets. 

o More Information:  

 PSRC’S  OP PO RTUNI TY  MA PPI N G  

 ASSET MA PPI N G INS T RU CTI ON GU IDE   

 

 

Other Approaches 
The housing market portion looks at positive market factors.  For instance, it identifies local 
access to available financing.  It provides information about local lending criteria and explains 
how it guided their plans.  It may issue policies regarding the impact of utilities on affordable 
housing prices and rents. It presents how to connect housing to transportation choices.  The 
housing market portion looks at what the cities and counties can do to promote good quality 
housing - such as abatement of nuisances or promoting home repair and energy efficiency.  It 
may include other factors that either directly or indirectly effect the cost of housing or a 
homeowner’s ability to sell their property within a reasonable time. 
 
The portion regarding affordable prices focuses on housing choices.  It identifies housing needs, 
including metrics to determine if the plan meets those needs.  It utilizes a neighborhood-based 
approach.  For instance, it may look at a particular age cohort or income group.  It may focus on 
an area in decline or ready to develop.  It also looks at issues affecting the quality of life of 
residents and social equity, such as crime prevention, code enforcement, or the relationship 
with local schools and school districts.   
 



 
Housing Guidebook Chapter 6 124 

Figure 6-10:  Comprehensive Approach to Housing Planning 
 

PROSPEROUS HOUSING MARKET 

Outcome:  Positive Market Factors 

Input: Market Based Transaction Costs 

Input: Low Foreclosure / REO Rates 

Input:  Connectivity to Infrastructure – 
particularly transportation 

Input: Flexible Development Regulations 

 

Outcome:   Good Quality Housing 

Input: Abate Public Nuisances, 

Input: Recover Blighted Structures and 
Abandoned Property 

Input: Promote home repairs and energy 
efficiency 

 

Outcome:   Available Financing 

Input: Homeownership Assistance 

Input:  Match regulations to lending criteria 

Input: Market-Based Taxes and Utilities 
 

AFFORDABLE PRICES 

Outcome:   Housing Needs 

Input: Balance between Owners and 
Renters 

Input: Jobs to Housing Balance 

Input:  Vacancy and Absorption Rates 

 

 

Outcome:   Housing Choices 

Input: Housing Choices for All Stages 
of Life 

Input: Housing Choices for All Income 
Groups 

Input: Special Needs Housing 

 

Outcome:   Housing Equity 

Input: Opportunities for educational and 
professional development 

Input:  Protection against crime and 
unhealthy environments 

Input: Non-prejudicial treatment 
 

Source:  Bill Mandeville, AICP, Washington Dept. of Commerce, Growth Management Services 

 

Recognize Problems in the Housing Market 
As the Neighborhood Stabilization Program proceeded, a technical committee of housing 
program managers was convened to discuss lessons learned and to share approaches.  Below is a 
list of some of the lessons. 
 
 

Lesson 1:  Carefully Select Housing Indicators 
Paying attention to indicators besides housing prices is important because such indicators 
influence how local housing managers, city or county staff, or elected officials become aware of 
housing concerns and respond to them.  Good sources of housing data are those that are already 
tracked, relatively easy to access, and provide information about local housing markets.  Common 
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indicators of housing market health are the number of housing starts, the price of housing, rent, 
or the vacancy rate.   
 
Data regarding changes in housing prices may lag one year or more behind the actual change in 
prices, depending on the source.  For instance, at the end of 2007 the median price of housing 
was at an all-time high.  Twelve months later the median housing price dropped 8 percent.  
However, this information was not available from typical sources, such as the U.S. Census Bureau, 
until April 2009 -- roughly 15 months later.  Other sources of housing data may provide more 
immediate information on what is going on in the housing market.   
 
Another concern is that information such as census data typically gets summarized at the county 
or census tract level.  This does not provide much information about local housing markets, or 
provide clues about how to address local problems in the housing market. 
 
For example, data on requests for assistance with housing concerns provides local officials with a 
tool to know where problems are concentrated, and how they might be addressed.  During the 
housing crisis, people were coming to city council meetings asking for help to address their 
housing needs. 
 
Here is a list of potential indicators that local housing planners should be able to access: 
 

 Requests for Housing Counseling:  Connecting with agencies that provide housing 
counseling and tracking requests can help local staff understand potential areas where 
homeowner transition, foreclosure, or a shift in buyers may be occurring.  In 2006, 
housing counselors in Vancouver and Aberdeen noticed increased requests for assistance 
to help homeowners stay in their homes.  These local housing counseling programs also 
began to see clients from outside the area, indicating a need where services did not exist 
in the surrounding areas.   
 

 Requests for Housing Rehabilitation Assistance:  Tracking requests for rehabilitation 
assistance can help to identify areas where housing quality may become a problem or 
where increased investment is occurring.  Local governments may want to investigate 
community needs in areas where assistance requests are clustered.  In Vancouver and 
Aberdeen, staff noticed increased requests for help rehabilitating recently purchased 
homes to make them livable.  Homebuyers, who had refinanced their home loans to take 
out some of the growing equity, found themselves in need of assistance to make essential 
repairs such as a new roof or furnace.  
 

 Code Enforcement Requests:  Code enforcements requests and violation notices can also 
indicate where additional attention from police, code enforcement and where public 
investment in the neighborhood would be helpful.  During the height of the foreclosure 
crisis, derelict lots, unkempt lawns, and home occupation by squatters led to requests for 
code enforcement to improve safety near foreclosed homes.  The City of Pasco found it 
was writing code enforcement violations to banks – an indication of who owned many 
foreclosed homes and that these homes were a problem.   
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 Housing Incentive Program Participation:  Tracking incentivized housing units, number of 

permits issues, or impact fee revenues are a way that many local governments track 
housing markets.  These indicators may point out changes in demand, problems in 
financing, or problems in land supply.  Some communities experienced significant 
participation in programs to incentivize housing development, and substantial revenue 
from permitting fees, during the housing boom.  When participation appreciably dropped, 
this indicated a change in the housing market.  At the same time, developers were 
approaching cities and the state legislature to address development regulations and state 
laws to provide for longer time horizons for pending development and for impact fees.   
 

 Property Tax Exemption Program Participation:  Participation rates for tax exemption 
programs can indicate the relative level of demand or perceived demand for multifamily 
housing, and the willingness of investors to build.  Chapter84.14 RCW authorizes cities to 
exempt the improvement value of new multifamily housing (or the rehabilitation of 
qualifying existing housing) from the ad valorem property tax for a period of eight or 12 
years.  In Tacoma, after a significant increase in tax exemption requests between 2003 
and 2006, requests under this program stopped.  Changes like this may indicate that other 
tools may be needed to encourage multifamily development if analysis shows that these 
types of units are needed. 

 
 Document Recording Fees:  Chapter 43.185C RCW increased document-recording fees, 

with the funds to be used for homeless housing programs.  Local program administrators 
noticed a reduction in the amount of fees coming into the local program, indicating a 
decrease in home sales activity. 
 

Local governments can and should be monitoring local housing market indicators to monitor 
affordability, jobs- housing balance, future capital facility needs and implementation of other 
comprehensive plan goals.  Housing indicators easy to obtain and relatively current can indicate 
what is going on in the housing market.  These indicators should be easy to display in a way that 
city staff, elected officials and the public can also see.  In this way, staff and elected officials can 
consider tools that local government can employ to guide the housing market, and citizens can 
make wiser housing decisions.  

 
 

Lesson 2:  Ensure Elected Officials Know What is Going On 
Tracking the data, and understanding what it may be saying, is only half of the work.  The other 
work is to provide that information to elected officials and citizens in a way that is timely and 
easy to understand.  This will help individuals make personal housing decisions, and will help staff 
and elected officials determine if a local government might need to take action to address market 
imbalances. 
 
To be effective, information should be synthesized into a coordinated message.  In many cities, 
city staff who oversee permit counters, code enforcement and housing assistance programs may 
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not be the same individuals, or in the same department.  Periodically reviewing indicators and 
bringing them to the attention of elected officials, particularly during times of significant change, 
helps everybody – including other city staff. This can provide early alerts that there are problems 
in housing markets.  Elected officials may also hear from individuals at council meetings.  For 
example, people in need of help sometimes speak out at public forums such as city council 
meetings. 
 
Market indicators continued to change during the housing crisis.  Staff and citizens came together 
to request actions in respond to the housing crisis.  For example, in Tacoma, citizens requested 
that the City Council help citizens that were facing foreclosure.  Tacoma City Council asked staff 
to develop some assistance, and the City held foreclosure assistance workshops that helped 
home owners obtain financial counseling to address foreclosures or pending foreclosures.  In 
Vancouver, city staff was pre-emptive and brought concerns to City Council with a request for 
authorization to target resources at the housing crisis. 
 
 

Lesson 3:  Involve Local Partners and Consider Local Resources 
Commerce chose to contract with local governments to distribute Neighborhood Stabilization 
Program (NSP) funds.  Its decision was driven by the need to quickly get the funds distributed to 
areas of greatest need while, at the same, assuring the accountability required by the federal 
government for its emergency financial assistance programs.  Local governments: 

 Have a broad perspective on the problem – and could target the funds more effectively. 

 Have effective existing public outreach processes. 

 Can run clean processes – and can also tailor approaches to local need. 

 Have code enforcement and other tools to add more authority to the process. 

 Often have very strong relationships with non-profits that have clear affordable housing 
policies, procedures and qualified staff in place and are ready to meet the challenges. 

 
In addition, city and county programs can pull together data to target areas with the greatest 
need.  They also have access to other financial resources. In most cases, NSP cities and counties 
already had staff that were trained on how to operate a federal housing program.  They already 
had the housing and operational policies in place.  
 
All of the NSP jurisdictions worked with non-profit housing providers and other partners, such as 
mortgage lenders and Habitat for Humanity, to tackle the housing crisis in their communities.  
Together they combined their unique perspectives and, in some cases, developed some new 
approaches.  In some cases, close working relationships with banks helped inform program 
decisions and purchase properties.  For example, the cities of Aberdeen, Hoquiam, Vancouver, 
Federal Way, Pasco and other NSP jurisdictions worked with banks to find foreclosed properties,  
These banks often gave them the first look at real estate owned (REOs) by the bank.   
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As the housing market changes, housing planners recognize that they will continue to need the 
collective and unique experience and perspectives of their NSP partners.  They claim it is the only 
way to understand and respond to what going on in the housing market and the types of tools 
they need to address the problem. 
 
 

Lesson 4: Use capital investments to revitalize distressed areas 
NSP funds could not be spent on public works or public services.  However, they could be 
combined with non-NSP funds to target capital investment to revitalize distressed areas.  
 
For several years the City of Lakewood focused on the distressed community of Tillicum, a 
neighborhood located in the southeast portion of Lakewood.  It is the neighborhood that 
received the bulk of Lakewood’s NSP funds.  Lakewood used other federal and state funds to 
invest in sidewalks around schools, street lighting, and road and sewer improvements.  These 
investments encourage citizens to investments in their own, private homes. 
 
Spokane dedicates its CDBG funds to thirteen low-income neighborhoods.  Each neighborhood 
has a neighborhood council.  The City of Spokane asks these councils to recommend the 
allocation of public funding within their neighborhood.  As a result, they can better target public 
funding, including NSP funds, toward investments that matter the most.   
 
Vancouver uses neighborhood planning to select investment strategies.  They have 65 designated 
neighborhood associations.  Each association has some level of funding.  They each have a board 
that selects and develops projects.  CDBG funds are used in low-income neighborhoods along 
with other funds.  The neighborhood associations decide on the capital improvement priorities, 
which may include sidewalks, ADA ramps, playgrounds and parks improvements. 
 
Tacoma has several long-standing programs including areas that combine low-income housing tax 
credits with other capital improvements.  Small annual neighborhood innovation grants provide 
for neighborhood improvements.  The City of Tacoma uses housing repair and loan programs to 
improve the appearance of neighborhoods and reduce blight.    
 
In the Tri-Cities, local jurisdictions use HUD’s Consolidated Plan, to identify target areas.  This plan 
also identified specific neighborhood planning and other needed capital improvements. 
 
Communities planning under GMA can choose public investments to support neighborhood 
stability.  For instance, the housing and capital facility elements of local comprehensive plans 
should identify where public investments are needed.  Strategies might include: 

 Addressing crime, youth engagement, and senior services as a way to revitalize 
neighborhoods and encourage residents to stay and invest in their communities.  
Examples include actively collaborating with law enforcement, senior or other social 
services to bring public services to areas in need. 

 Making investments in public facilities such as parks and community gardens.  
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 Prioritizing public investment in certain areas or partnership with for-profit or non-profit 
developments to develop larger projects as anchors. 

 
These public investments can help leverage volunteer and other service organization to pitch-in.  
For example, in Aberdeen-Hoquiam a volunteer-based program called “Paint the Corridor” 
painted 66 owner-occupied houses on the two main highway corridors that transect both of 
these cities.  Both cities planted numerous trees and created neighborhood parks.  Hoquiam 
developed “Hometown Hoquiam “as their roadmap for the city development.  They have 
received many awards for their efforts.  NeighborWorks and Habitat for Humanity are part of that 
effort. 
 
 

Lesson 5:  Use code enforcement to address worst problems 
Although the City of Lakewood already had a well-developed nuisance abatement program, they 
used NSP fund to step up their efforts.  The already identified a need in the Tillicum area to 
reduce the impact of abandoned homes.  In this area, conditions declined dramatically in 2008.  
Code enforcement officers and police were working as a team to improve safety.  They identified 
properties that needed to be demolished or substantially revitalized.   
 
After Lakewood used NSP funds to clean up the property, they placed an abatement lien on it to 
recover their cleanup costs.  They use the payment of these liens to cleanup other property or 
acquire abandoned properties.   
 
Pasco has a program similar to Lakewood.  They use their code enforcement program to inspect 
rental properties.  Pasco’s Consolidated Plan prescribes this program as a way to keep properties 
from deteriorating.   
 
Pasco requires a landlord to get a business license for their rental properties.  This license 
requires the landlord to let the city’s code enforcement officer inspect their rental units once 
every two years.  A violation becomes a quasi-judicial action.  The property receives a correction 
notice, then a violation notice; and, if left uncorrected, the landlord gets fined.  Pasco provides 
financial assistance to rehabilitate rental properties and invest in other capital improvements.  
They offer financial assistance to remove blight. 
 
In Vancouver code enforcement requests came from neighborhood associations after unkempt 
lawns and “camping” in foreclosed homes became a problem.  In Spokane, code enforcement 
staff trained neighborhood representatives to recognize code infractions and how to submit 
complaint reports.  If the neighborhoods see a problem, they are encouraged to make the 
complaint. 
 
Tacoma’s housing repair and rehabilitation programs identify and correct health and safety 
deficiencies.  It requires Crime-Free training for any agency to receive federal funds for housing 
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projects.  Tacoma supports Fair Housing through the Fair Housing Center and through its Human 
Rights Department, which includes a Landlord/Tenant Specialist. 
 
In Lakewood, Crime-Free Housing training is offered to landlords in partnership with the 
Lakewood Police Department. Lakewood also took advantage of classes through the Fair Housing 
Center of Washington www.fhcwashington.org/ to offer to certain groups such as – REALTOR®s, 
minority housing organizations.  Lakewood is looking to do more. 
 
In Spokane, the Spokane Housing Authority and local health department offer a federal “Smoke-
Free Housing” program to housing providers.  The local landlord association also does their own 
training for members to help improve compliance with regulations. 
 
The Washington State Healthy Homes Initiative, funded by a CDC grant and coordinated by the 
Washington State Health Department and Seattle/King County Health Department, is creating a 
statewide resource network to link homes with health hazards to local programs.  This may 
increase attention to healthy home issues and low-income home repair needs. 
 
Code enforcement requests and code enforcement actions can be used as a way to identify areas 
of the community that need extra attention and intervention.  Local governments that had strong 
code enforcement programs were able to quickly address problems created by abandoned homes. 
 
 

Lesson 6:  Connect housing planning for HUD & GMA planning 
There are three requirements for housing planning in Washington State: 

 Ending Homelessness Plans:  Statewide, each county must develop ten-year “Ending 
Homelessness Plans” as required by RCW 43.185C.  These plans closely match HUD 
requirements for its homeless programs.  An “Ending Homeless Plan” is a prerequisite to 
receiving state funds generated by document recording fees.  They must apply these 
funds to their homelessness programs. 

 Housing Element of the GMA comprehensive plan:  All cities and counties planning under 
the Growth Management Act (RCW 36.70A.) are required to include a Housing Element in 
their twenty-year comprehensive plans. The housing element includes an inventory of 
housing, a projection of 20-year need and an evaluation of any policies needed to meet 
the need.  Counties are also required to develop county wide planning policies, which 
address affordable housing. 

 HUD Consolidated Plans:  Jurisdictions that receive funds directly from HUD are required 
to develop Consolidated Plans for housing and capital facilities that benefit very low and 
low income households.  Consolidated plans must be updated every three to five years. 

 
Each of these plans has different purposes.  They pertain to different period of time.  As a result, 
coordination between these plans sometimes breaks down.  Planners for each housing plan are 
likely different people.  Funding and tools for implementing the plans come for different sources.  
As housing planning is connected, shared use of indicators and performance measures works to 
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assess local housing markets. Shared strategies and interventions can be used to help provide for 
a full continuum of housing choices across age, income levels and abilities. 

 

Lesson 7:  Use existing housing programs but allow for flexibility 

The current system of planning for market rate and subsidized housing has developed through 
time. It provides a variety of home-ownership and rental opportunities.  However, not all 
households are able to find housing that is affordable within their income level.  Subsidized 
housing has long waiting lists of people waiting for a chance to live in a decent home at an 
affordable rate. 
 
Housing types such as manufactured housing, townhomes, and cottage housing can provide 
home ownership opportunities for households that may otherwise not be able to purchase an 
affordable home.  More “smaller units” are needed due to aging population and smaller 
household sizes.  In some areas, private developers have already recognized and are responding 
to this need.  Planned unit development, smaller houses, elder cottages and barrier free homes 
are being developed.  Over the past twenty years, many jurisdictions developed and passed 
cottage ordinances.  Spokane and Lakewood have such ordinances. 
 
In general, the most affordable housing is housing that is already in place.  Keeping these homes 
affordable is a big challenge.  For example, modern building code requirements make 
rehabilitating existing older multifamily buildings an expensive endeavor.  The costs can 
sometimes result in housing units no longer affordable to the target population for which they 
were built. 
 
Community Land Trusts (CLTs) provide homes at a much more affordable price because the price 
does not include the cost of land. Owners purchase only the value of the improvements to the 
land.  The value of the land itself remains in the trust.  The cities of Vancouver, Seattle, 
Bellingham, along with Snohomish County use a land trust model.  Habitat for Humanity found 
that the use of land trust model was important to implement HUD’s new 2012 HOME Program 
regulations. These regulations require new affordability periods each time the unit is resold 
unless the occupant lives in the home for 20 years.  Vancouver’s Habitat program found that 
many owners were selling their homes much sooner than the 20 years and moving up into non-
restricted housing.  They use of a community land trust model to keep these Habitat homes 
affordable to the next buyer. 
 
While economic development is a significant goal for many local governments, few economic 
development programs specifically focus on providing affordable and workforce housing as an 
economic development strategy.  Approaches for providing workforce housing and incentivizing 
housing development may include: 

 Down-payment assistance, rehab loans, lease/purchase programs. 

 Rezoning or development incentives such as tax breaks, local infrastructure financing tool program 
(LIFT), planned action ordinances, impact fee-free zones. 
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 Grant funds for façade, yard and fencing improvements to enhance curb appeal. 

 Working with responsible investors to provide preferential access, capital subsidies, fee 
waivers, and assistance in finding tenants. 

 

Lesson 8: Strategically locate affordable housing  
It is commonly known that many in the market for a new home “drive till they qualify”.  While 
housing costs may be less, transportation (and time) costs greatly increase.  Looking at the cost of 
housing plus transportation is a way to promote more centrally-located affordable housing.  In 
this way, transit could provide a less expensive mode of transportation.    In particular, housing 
planners expressed concern about housing providers who do not look at the cost of private 
transportation when looking at locations for lower-income housing.  In Tacoma along with other 
Puget Sound cities are starting to recognize transportation corridors as a way of responding to 
affordable housing in an environment of reduced programs, staff and funds. 
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