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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.

Livable communities

Introduction

Livable communities are generally friendly, diverse, and safe, with active town centers and a reasonable balance of jobs and housing.  They are good places for kids to grow up.  People feel connected to each other and most everyone can easily get to places they need for daily life.  As communities grow, they can stay livable by providing for both compact development and quality of life. 

Background

Since the adoption of the first growth management-required plans about 10 years ago, good examples of compact development have become more common.  Some cities in the state are leading the way with changes to their codes that allow compact development to be more easily sited and permitted.  Well-designed mixed uses (including shops and offices with housing above) are being encouraged in downtowns or other key areas. 

Developing in an attractive, compact manner helps public services be provided efficiently, encourages neighborhood interaction, reduces sprawl by decreasing the pressure for the conversion of rural and resource lands, provides opportunities for affordable housing and a variety of housing needs, and takes pressure off crowded freeways.  

If attractive, compact development is such a good strategy for Smart Growth, why isn’t more of it happening?  The reasons for this include: 

· Resistance by neighborhood groups.  Often, neighborhood resistance to compact development and mixed uses has been caused by past experiences with poorly designed or cheaply built products and by worries about increased traffic and parking problems.

· Difficulties in developing downtowns and infill sites.  Some sites have been skipped over because of obstacles to development.  Examples of these obstacles are hazardous waste, the cost of structured parking, or the presence of critical areas. 

· Risk.  Outside larger metropolitan areas, banks, developers, and potential buyers have little experience with mixed uses and compact development.  Banks are less likely to loan money (and developers are less likely to undertake projects) if they are unsure whether a market exists or if they have had little experience building compact urban development.  Some buyers perceive these neighborhoods as being less safe and of lesser quality.  Financing is often hard to obtain for market rate multifamily housing and mixed-use or mixed-income development. 

· Cost.  Environmental constraints or redevelopment problems impact the price of land in downtowns and infill sites.  Typical requirements – such as certain design features and pedestrian-friendly street improvements – make development more costly.  Meeting with neighborhood groups and design review boards takes time and adds to costs.

· Uncertain transit funding.  With the loss of state funding from the motor vehicle excise tax, it appears the ability of local governments to achieve convenient and accessible transit service will be diminished.

· Building codes and development regulations.  Some local building and development codes have not caught up with the vision.  Requirements for cul-du-sacs and wide streets, rigid zoning, lack of design standards, and cumbersome process requirements can make attractive, compact development hard to accomplish.

· Existing inventory of large lots.  Many subdivisions and parcels that were created prior to growth management regulations are vested at lower densities.

Strategy options

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

A. Incentives.  Tools such as tax credits for multifamily housing recently enacted by the Legislature have helped larger cities encourage developers to build this type of development.  Other kinds of financial incentives could be enacted to encourage revitalization of existing urban areas. 

B. Capital facilities programs.  Local governments and state agencies could focus their capital facilities programs on infrastructure improvements (or amenities such as parks and landscaping) that support existing and new compact development in urban growth areas.

C. Model codes and standard plans.  Model codes that encourage compact urban development and walkability could be prepared as an option to save local governments the cost of developing separate regulations.  Standard house designs that are neighborhood-friendly could be made available to homebuilders.

D. Better use of design review boards or staff.  Consistent and efficient processes increase predictability.  Although design review could add costs to urban projects, it is a key ingredient in making development acceptable in some communities.  Having a design review board develop the standards and having staff responsible for implementing them can help keep the process efficient.  Design review boards and legislative bodies could review standards regularly to see if they are producing the desired results.  In addition, design review boards could be used for major projects.

E. Process.  Pre-application meetings with staff and affected neighborhoods could reduce opposition to projects and save developers money in the long run. The use of a hearings examiner can depoliticize the process.

F. Experience and publicity.  As more compact urban developments are built and neighborhoods have experience with them, the perceptions of the “threats” of these developments will be diminished.  Publicity about compact urban development can help.  Experience and publicity may also interest bankers, developers, and customers in financing, building, and buying or renting this type of development.  CTED could work with local newspapers to point out good examples to publicize.  Tours for neighborhood leaders by developers or local officials could be arranged.  CTED and the local chapters of the American Planning Association and American Institute of Architects could arrange and promote these tours.

G. The market.  Recognize that the market is changing.  People are looking for a sense of community.  Baby boomers are aging and looking to move from larger houses where they raised their children to smaller houses with less responsibility.  More people would prefer to reduce driving between work, home, school, and shopping.  In the Central Puget Sound Region, the development of Sound Transit is helping developers to look favorably at sites near transit and light rail stations.  

H. Grants and awards.  Offer awards to communities and developers that do an outstanding job on livable communities initiatives.  Provide special funding or grants for local governments implementing livable communities programs that tie together social, housing, environmental, and economic issues with smart land use.

Possible performance measures

One or more measures could be used to track the livability of communities and their success in providing for Smart Growth.  Examples include:

1. Urban densities being achieved in urban areas.

2. Level of safety, as measured by crime rate.

3. Surveys indicating satisfaction of people with the local quality of life and sense of community.

4. Number of public parks.

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.

