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Note:  The purpose of the discussion papers in this series is to provide a range of strategy options to start discussions for possible solutions for some key growth and quality of life issues.  Ideas represented in each paper have been written by agency staff and do not necessarily reflect the department’s position.

Housing

Introduction

To grow smart, Washington needs a variety of housing choices that will accommodate different needs, incomes, and household sizes.  Most of the new housing should be located in urban areas where infrastructure can be provided readily and driving for daily needs can be reduced. 

Background

Counties and cities planning under the Growth Management Act (GMA) have prepared county-wide housing policies and 20-year comprehensive plans with housing elements.  These housing elements provide the policy framework to help ensure adequate, decent, and affordable housing is available to all income levels as communities grow.  Sometimes people mean “low-income” housing when they discuss affordability, but under the GMA, the term affordable housing applies to housing for all economic levels.

Many local governments are beginning to carry out the plans they have adopted.  Communities are also refining their comprehensive plans and development regulations to better provide for affordable housing and urban densities.  By September 2002, these GMA plans and regulations are to be reviewed by local governments, and if necessary, revised.  

Affordable housing has long been an issue in this state, with or without the GMA.  Many other factors, often overlooked in the affordability issue, are directly and dramatically increasing the costs of housing.  They include the following:

· Economic growth increases both demand and the market’s willingness to pay higher housing prices.

· Lumber prices have risen sharply.

· Average housing size has nearly doubled in the last 40 years.

· Lot sizes have increased since the 1940s (from 3,000 to 5,000 square feet to 7,000 to 10,000 square feet).

· Building codes are stricter to ensure safety and energy efficiency.

· Building permits often take longer to obtain in high-growth communities.

· Developers have a greater incentive to build “higher-end” housing since the profit margin is greater than for less expensive housing.

The challenge that Smart Growth policies seek to address is how to accommodate or plan for growth in a way that maintains or enhances quality of life and minimizes negative environmental impact.   

Characteristics of Smart Growth for housing as contrasted with some typical suburban development patterns:

· Greater residential and business densities in developed areas and preservation of open space and agricultural uses (prevent sprawl).

· More mixed-use development (proximity of housing to retail, recreational, and other uses reduces traffic).

· Greater energy efficiency (in building type, transportation demands, use of building materials, etc.).

· Convenience for walking, bicycling, and transit.

· Jobs-housing balance (housing sufficient for current workforce and growth to meet future workforce needs, with range of affordability, so employees on all points of the economic spectrum can find housing choices within reasonable distance).

Strategy options
Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide strategy for a Smart Growth approach to housing:

A. Land use.  Allow smaller residential lots for detached housing and expand opportunities for multifamily housing, consistent with neighborhood character.  Establish minimum densities in residential zones to allow future development at densities similar to older towns and smaller cities.  Encourage traditional development patterns, with front porches and alleys in the back, to foster livable, walkable neighborhoods.  Allow townhomes and “zero-lot-line” homes.  Increase housing densities to levels that will adequately support the regional public transportation system.  Provide greater densities of housing within a 10-minute walk from transportation nodes or full-service retail nodes.  Encourage infill development where infrastructure already exists.  Re-introduce the mixed-use concept of apartments above retail space.  Provide tax incentives for multifamily housing in urban centers.  Permit manufactured housing on individual lots.

B. Amenities.  Provide amenities (such as parks and community centers) in urban areas to enhance the quality of more dense living.  Promote pedestrian-friendly development through master planning that maximizes access from homes to commercial and public uses.  Provide good schools within or near neighborhoods to be served.  

C. Building code.  Promote “green” development practices and techniques, such as encouraging the use of recycled and renewable resources.  Adopt life-cycle, sustainable performance standards for heating and plumbing systems (e.g., promote efficient heating and water use).

D. Existing housing.  Rehabilitate older buildings.  Encourage the preservation or improvement of existing housing stock.  Preserve historic buildings, including adding housing units as part of restoration.  Encourage accessory dwelling units or “granny flats” in single-family residential areas.  Encourage unique design options for new development to better blend increased densities for new development into existing neighborhoods.

E. Mixed-income development.  Provide incentives or resources to achieve a significant percentage of new development as affordable to low- and moderate-income households (financing, tax credits, inclusionary housing requirements, development bonus programs, transit-oriented development land banking).  Provide density or height bonuses for including affordable housing in a project.

F. Fair-share housing programs.  Initiate “fair share” housing programs among cities and counties to encourage a reasonable distribution of low-income housing.
G. Technical assistance and demonstration projects.  Offer information and technical assistance to communities or developers.  Use demonstration projects and models to show good examples.  
H. Education and incentives.  Provide education to help people in making housing choices that will help achieve Smart Growth.  Offer incentives to encourage in-city living where the infrastructure is adequate and less driving is needed.  For example, location-efficient mortgages that provide credit advantages for housing in downtowns or near transit routes, could be more accessible.  “Live near your work” programs could be offered by employers or governments.
Possible performance measures

One or more measures could be used to track housing and how it is being used to provide for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Public dollars spent for low-income housing.

2. Number of new housing starts.

3. Median cost of homes compared to median incomes.

4. Number of cities or counties that require minimum urban densities in urban growth areas.

Comments on the above topic are welcomed and should be addressed to Shane Hope, Managing Director, Growth Management Program, Washington State Community, Trade and Economic Development, PO Box 48300, Olympia, WA  98504-8300, web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov, or by e-mail at juliek@cted.wa.gov. 

