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HOMES AWAY FROM HOME

Lessons we can learn from Seattle

Draft report: It offers ideas on changing zoning, clever new forms of affordable housing

MICHAEL
GELLER

SPECIAL TO THE SUN

n.July 2009, a Vancouver Sun

op-ed headlined Vancouver

and Seattle: Which is greener?
commented on debates in the two
cities about which had the better
built environment.
The debates featured former
fancouver councillor Gordon
Price, director of “s City Pro-
gram, and Peter Steinbrueck, a

ng was that Price spoke
in favour of Seattle, while Stein-
brueck praised Vancouver,

Each acknowledged the diffi-
culty of being a booster for the
other city. However, the two
urbanists had little difficulty
identifying the shortcomings of
their respective home towns.

Steinbrueck thought Vancouver
was better because of its absence
of downtown freeways, exten-
sive SkyTrain network, greater
number of downtown residents
— especially fam — and its
» towers on town-
ms and extensive

praised Se

ve Pike Place M.urkl‘-t.
distinetive character neighbour-
hoods, beautiful downtown office
buildings, ferries,

forward six vears, and
most would agree that each city
can continue to offer lessons to
the other,

Some were offered earlier this
year, when the Planning Insti-
tute of British Columbia held

nnual conference in Seattle,
chich I participated. Titl
Beyond Borders, the conference
examined topies such as finan-
cial tools to create affordable
housing, the correlation between
good planning and health, and
planning for climate change.

Given that Vancouver city
council recently ereated the
Vancouver Affordable Housing
Agency {\AII;\] was parl
larly interested in the activit
of the Seattle Housing Authority.
Established in 1939, it provides
long-term rental ho
rental help to more tha
people in the city and owns and
operates a variety of buildings on
more than 400 sites,

One of its current undertakings
is the regeneration of Yesler Ter-
race, a 22-a
development which, at the time
of its completion in 1941, was
Washington State's first,
the first racially integrated pub-
lic housing project in the United
States.

It is now the last of Seattle’s
public housing projects to be

This example of a Seattle ‘four-pack’ places four townhouses on what was a single family lot. Vehicle access is from a paved middle auto-court.

Ialso explored what have been
s Sea

|tl ﬁll. tmnnlmll-au that have
replaced older character houses
on 50- and 6o-foot lots,

The units are built in two rows,
one fronting the street, and one
fronting a lane. In between is
i paved auto court that leads

to garages beneath
Sometimes, the hom
their pnnnpdl entran
auto court. Alternatively, the
entrances are off the street and
lane,

While the paved area between
the units can often be narrow
and somewhat bleak, the concept
is clever in that it allows four to
six more affordable in-fill town-
ses to be built on what were
small singi@fnmil_\' lots,

Given zoning regulations, the
hmnmg often appears boxy
it maximizes bulk and
not unlike the Vaneou-
ver Specials, It can also be out of
scale with nearby single-family
houwr- However, with design
i I believe this tvpe of
in-fill housing could be appro-
priate for many Vancouver sin-
gle-family neighbourhoods,

Vancouver could also learn
a few lessons from a report on
affordability released by the
Seattle mavor's office recently.

Like its Canadian noly,llbour‘
Seattle is facing st-:lous hous-

converted into a mixed-i
neighbourhood, and will com-
prise new eight-storey build-
ings: five levels of wood-frame
above three storeys of concrete
construction.

Given that Seattle allowed five-
storey wood-frame construe-
tion long before the B.C. Build-
ing C ode was amended to allow
six storeys, [ wonder how long it
might be before we consider this
cost-effective building svstem.

ing flordability ¢} And
just as Mayor Gregor Robert-
son established the Affordable
Housing Task Force in 2012,
last fall Seattle Mayor Ed Mur-
ray created a 28-member Hous-
ing Affordability and Livability
Agenda committee, which also
included developers, urbanists,
housing activists, lawyers and
architects,

The committee’s draft report,
released last month, sets out a

This cost-effective form of medium-rise public housing in a Seattle
mixed-income neighbourhood, combines five storeys of wood-frame
construction above three levels of concrete construction.

comprehensive housing plan
that proposes 50,000 new hous-
ing units over the next 10 vears,
20,000 of which would be
ble.

‘er, one of the recom-
mendations that has attracted

able public debate is a
1 end to single-family

zoning.
The report notes that 65 per

cent of Seattle rrently zoned
for single-fa s dwellings, but
given the housing demand, the

committee considers this neither
realistic nor sustainable.

1t therefore recommends that
properties along the perimeter of
Iy-zoned neighbour-
s well as single-family
m‘lghhnurhnu([% near tra
and village centres be “up 2
to accommaodate new housing
forms. They would be scaled to
fit with adjacent singl
properties and
cottages, court
houses, duplexes, triplexes and
stacked townhouses,

The mayor also proposes a real
estate excise t 25 per cent
on real-estate transfers in the

hopes of mplurmg some of the
value from rising land prices and
redirecting it toward affordable

housing.
Other proposals include
reforming p-\rkmg pu]ml.-a in
it service neigh-

As | reviewed the committee’s
proposals, 1 could not help but
think back to the recommen-
dations lhal came out of Mayor
Robertson’s Affordable Hous
ing Task Force, While the city
did act on the recommendation
to create the VAHA, many of the
other recommendations await
implementation,

I'm hopeful, Vancouver and
other B.C. municipalities can
learn from our neighbour to the
south and revise zoning to create
new housing choices for those of
us seeking alternatives to sin-
gle-family homes or apartment
buildings,

ichoel Geller is a Voncouver architect,
plaver, real estate consultant,
developer and odfunct professor ot the
SFU Centre for Sustolnable Community
Development. He writes o blog af wwaw.,
gellersworldirovel_blogspol.com mid con
be reached ot gellergsfu.co
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