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The Seattle Great City Initiative appreciates the opportunity to present comments on the Draft
Environmental Impact Statement for Northgate.

We support the city’s efforts to provide jobs and housing in the Northgate Urban Center as part
of a comprehensive strategy to improve neighborhood vitality in Northgate. Furthermore, new housing
and jobs in Northgate are consistent with our region’s pressing environmental, economic and social
objectives.

With rising energy prices, and the need to confront the worst effects of sprawl and global
warming, it has never been more critical to provide communities that meet the following criteria:

e Complete: A vibrant mix of people, grocery stores, green infrastructure, civic and
cultural anchors, employment centers, retail establishments, and housing

e Compact: New development that is designed to make efficient public
infrastructure investments with pedestrian-oriented neighborhoods that are
efficient, walkable and affordable

e Connected: People living near transit connections and walking and biking safely
to daily destinations

Recent analyses demonstrate that such communities significantly reduce families’ housing and
transportation costs, support local businesses, encourage walking, biking and transit, enhance human
health, and reduce the cost of providing government services. Just as important, Great City recognizes
that creating these types of communities dramatically reduces greenhouse gas emissions, air and water
pollution, resource consumption and destructive suburban and exurban sprawl.

For these reasons, we encourage the efforts of the city to rezone and revitalize the Northgate
Urban Center in order to meet the targets of the city and the Puget Sound Regional Council.

In some respects, Northgate is well on the way to becoming an extraordinary neighborhood. The
new community center, park and library, as well as improvements to 5™ Avenue were important civic
investments. New development and the Thornton Creek Water Quality Channel in Northgate’s former



south parking lot will bring new residents and publicly accessible open space and improved function to
one of Seattle’s salmon-bearing streams. The community is well served by transit with the existing
Transit Center, and the likely extension of light rail to Northgate will give it access to other regional
destinations.

In other ways there remains much to be improved. The streetscape in many areas is unpleasant
or hostile to walking and biking. Traffic to, from and across I-5 clogs the neighborhood, and Northgate
Way often proves to be a hindrance to pedestrian connectivity. In addition, the current design of
Northgate Mall is antithetical to a walkable mixed-use community. Many areas are underdeveloped,
with single-use retail surrounded by parking lots. Changes to the zoning code can help spur new
housing, jobs and a better community, but such changes standing alone are likely to be insufficient.

Indeed an analysis of Northgate done for the city by Heartland concluded that rezoning by itself
was not likely to spur redevelopment. Heartland concluded that an upgrading of pedestrian amenities
and green infrastructure will be required to attract private capital for redevelopment. Heartland further
concluded that given the market conditions, there might not be sufficient value in rezones to generate
public benefits paid for by new development. (In this regard, we believe new housing is itself a
significant public benefit.)

This background information leads us to make the following comments to the Draft EIS:

We believe it is appropriate for an EIS to address not merely negative effects of governmental
action, but also the positive environmental effects. For example, it is well documented that residents of
neighborhoods with a diverse mix of uses that are well served by transit have dramatically lower
emissions of global warming pollution than residents of sprawling auto-dependent communities. To put
it another way, the “no action” alternative carries with it adverse environmental impacts. The failure to
encourage growth in well-designed urban centers means it is likely we will see more sprawl, more
pollution, and increased greenhouse gas emissions. Incorporating this analysis into the Draft EIS would
provide useful information to elected leaders and the pubic as they consider the zoning and land use
changes contemplated in Northgate.

We support consideration of greater heights than was contemplated in the EIS. While we are not
advocating for any particular option at this time, we believe that consideration of a wide range of
alternatives will provide for a richer discussion. Additional height can make more housing available in
Northgage, and potentially make it possible for private investment in affordable housing, local amenities
(parks, streetscapes, plazas, community facilities), and regional objectives (transfers of rural
development rights). One option is to maximize availability of NC 85 zoning, which allows for
affordable wood-frame construction over a concrete base. In addition, given Northgate’s location and
designation as an Urban Center, it is reasonable to consider focused investments in “point towers” as an
option. This building type, characterized by a tall slender tower, a pedestrian friendly base, and publicly
accessible open space, has proven very successful in Portland and Vancouver. Whether point tower or
85 foot zoning, we recommend that the additional height be accompanied by a footprint limitation that
would promote wider sidewalks or plazas.



Increasing housing supply is itself a key strategy to maintaining housing affordability. As was
noted in the Heartland analysis, it is likely that most market-rate development would be affordable to
those making between 80% to 130% of median income. Given this finding, the city should maximize
opportunities for construction of such critically needed housing. Maximizing the build-out capacity of
Urban Villages also acts as a housing “release valve” for the city by increasing housing supply thereby
increasing affordability.

Additionally, locating housing near transit is also a key strategy to affordability. Transportation
is the second largest household expense after housing, with the average American family spending 20%
of their income on transportation. By contrast, households in transit-rich areas spend only 6% of their
income on transportation. Given the significant relationship between housing location and
transportation costs, the city should not measure housing affordability in Northgate based solely on
housing costs. In determining whether affordability criteria are met, the city should consider whether

are affordable at different income levels. The methodology

for determining such costs can be found at the Center for Neighborhood Technology
(http://htaindex.cnt.org/map_tool?region=Seattle--Tacoma--Bremerton,%20WA)

The EIS demonstrates a concern with maintaining acceptable levels of automobile movement. In
an urbanizing area, it is unreasonable to let traffic considerations inhibit housing growth or the ability to
walk or bike through the neighborhood. While the DEIS finds that the traffic impacts are acceptable, it
nevertheless indicates that traffic impacts are a serious concern. The city should work to use roads
efficiently, including throughput of traffic, but not at the expense of housing growth, walking, biking or
transit. In this day and age, we believe it neither desirable nor feasible to limit the opportunity to
provide housing in a transit-rich neighborhood in order to maintain high levels of service for single
occupancy vehicles.

We appreciate the city’s existing investment and pending investments in parks and streetscapes
in Northgate. But it must be a priority to improve the walkability of current streets. Adding “green”
through trees, planting strips, median plantings and pocket plazas can improve the walking experience,
as well as contribute to the appeal of the business district. In addition, given that Northgate is located on
the headwaters of Thornton Creek, there are rich opportunities to incorporate natural drainage into
streets and new development in order to control stormwater quantities and reduce pollutant runoff. We
recommend that planning for parks, transportation and sustainability objectives should be integrated into
a single “green infrastructure” plan. For example, a street could incorporate intensive vegetation and
natural drainage for the purpose of controlling stormwater, to create a street with park-like attributes,
and to encourage walking. A green infrastructure plan for Northgate could identify opportunities to
maximize investments from different city agencies, as well as leverage private investment, in ways that
could enhance livability, and hence economic viability, and meet high sustainability objectives.

The city should consider rezoning for the area to the south of the proposed rezone to include
Northgate Mall within its scope. As currently configured, Northgate Mall is one of the primary reasons



why the Northgate Urban Center is so auto-oriented. While the rezoning process alone cannot dictate
housing stock, zoning is one of the most powerful tools that the city has at its disposal to increase
housing stock within a given area. Additional housing stock around the Northgate Urban Center,
coupled with predicted increases in both bus and rail transit will not only make continued increases in
infrastructure for automobiles unnecessary, but it will also ensure a continuous customer base in an era
of increased energy costs.

While the last decade has seen relatively few new housing units in Northgage, there has also been an
increasing recognition of its potential as a great residential neighborhood. We appreciate this
opportunity to provide comments on the proposed rezone, as one of the key elements to helping
Northgate reach its potential.



