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m MEMORANDUM 

To: Kirkland Planning Commission 

From: Michael Luis 

Date: 3-16-07 

Re: Innovative Housing Ordinance - Bnilder/architect task force 

This memo summarizes views o f a  group of builders and architects that was convened to provide 
input on Kirkland's proposed Innovative Housing Ordinance. 

The following individuals participated in the process: 

Jim Tennyson, Tennyson Homes 
Paul Duren, Duren Homes 
Steve Holzknecht, Four Sun Inc. 
Jim Soules, The Cottage Company 
Linda Pruitt, The Cottage Company 
John Harkness, Camwest 
Greg Kappers, Prescott Development 
Bill Kreager, Mithun 
Anna Nelson, Buck and Gordon 
John Kucher, Threshold Housing 
Kevin Grossman, Grossman Services 

Eric Shields and Paul Stewart, from the Kirkland Planning Department, also participated. The 
group met on February 13 for a broad discussion of issues, and again on March 7, to review a 
draft of these findings. 

The charge of the task force was to review the concepts and standards developed for the 
Innovative Housing Demonstration Program, and to determine how the demonstration ordinance 
c o ~ ~ l d  be modified to become a permanent ordinance that would encourage builders to undertake 
innovative projects. Since the permanent program, like the demonstration program, would be 
structured as an option for builders, an important part of the Task Force's work was to provide 
insight into the decision a builder would make to take either the innovative or the conventional 
option. 

This memo covers four topics: (1) types of housing and development standards; (2) approval 
process; (3) affordability; (4) the "eitherlor" question. 
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1. Types of housing and development standards 
'The demonstration ordinance allowcd thrcc typcs of lloltsing to be built: cottages, compact singlc 
Fdmily, duplcxltriplex. Only one oSt1ic typcs, compact single Samily, was built in the 
demonstration program. Discussion oflioi~sing typcs yielded the Sollowing connnents and 
recotiiiiiet~di~tioiis: 

A. 1,and cost is high 
The liiiiits on unit size and unit count allow for significantly less marltctable square footage 
than wo~ild be built under conventional developn~ent. For example, for each 7,200 square 
feet of land, conventional developmciit yields about 3,200 square feet of marketable space 
(marketable square footage is typically hcated, and iherefot-e docs not include garages), 
versus 2,250 square feet of compact single family (or 1,950 square fect if garages are 
attached) or 2,000 square feet of cottagc. Sinec land is priced based 011 the nlaximum built- 
out, the land cost becon~es a higher portion of the overall sales valuc in the smaller units. 
Some of the sniallcr builders felt that this is too big a hurdle to overcome. It was noted, 
howcvci-, that some builders may Iil~d it to their advantage to work at lower price points even 
ir the prolit margins are lower, especially ii'tlic invetitory of high-end homes is high. 

B. Compact single family is a bit too small 
Since attachcd garages count toward square footage, the compact single fainily model yields 
only about 1,300 square feet of heated space. I t  was felt that this model would work much 
better at 1,500 square feet, which requires either raising tlic size liinit or not co~ntit lg the 
attached garage. 

C. Disti~ictio~i between compact single family and cottagc is artificial 
The builder group felt tliat the distinction between the cottage and the cornpact single fainily 
types is artificial and should be eliminated. Projects should bc able to combiile the two, to 
offer choices within developments that appcal to different market segments. For example, 
small cottages rarely attract residents with children, whilc a lat-gel- version of the compact 
single family home could attract families with children. 

D. Mix in carriage houses and duplexltriplex 
Many successful cotnpaet developtncnts have used carriage  ini its, built over detached 
parlting structures, to make most efficient use of land, but thc [<it-Itland program does not 
explicitly allow these. In a fee simplc projcct, the carriagc ~tnits could be built over garages 
assigned io other units, with a penuanent caseiilcnt granted Tor ~ l s c  of the garages. Also, 
allowing some duplex or triplex units to bc mixcd in a projcct taltes advantage of the value of 
the singlc Pdtnily feel, while using open space moi-e cfficicntly. 

Possible approacl~ proposed by constiltant: blc~iclcd developme~~t based on FAR 
pSlic demonsti-ntion ordinance required tlic tiistinction hc twcc~~ cottagc and compact single Sa~liily 
bccausc i t  rclicd on unit size arid unit count. An alternative appl.oacIi would he to allow various 
typcs of lio~iics ill a projcct, and sct a maximum FAR and unii co~tiit ihl- tlic sitc as a whole. 
, . 1 IILIS, a p~-o.jcct coi~ld combine larger and stiiallcr tlctachcd lioti~cs. tli~plcx 01- [I-iplcx units and 
cat-riagc liiiits 011 one sitc. This appl-oacli was ticvclopcd hy tlic colisultant and genet-ally 
cndol-sctl by I I I C  l>i~ildct-Iai-chitect 81-oup. 



Figure I sliows va r io~~s  development scenarios with combinations of housing typcs, limiting the 
unit count to twice tlic number allowed under existing zoning. The coriventional development 
yields all FAR, not including a two-car garage, of0.44. I'hc other scenarios all have an l;Ali, 
cxclucfing garages, of0.35. 

Figure 1 Development of a 28,800 square foot parcel 
Maximum FAR in innovative development: .35 

As noted below, this option for developing property w o ~ ~ l d  be approved under a relatively simple 
administrative process. A developer wishing to build a project with these housing types at an 
FAR above 0.35 could apply for a permit to do so, but would be subject to a Inore 
coniprchensive review. 

2. Process 

Under the demonstration progranl, applicants were required to go through tlie City's 11-B 
proccss. This process, which is relatively co~nplicatcd and time consuming, requires a public 
hearing, a recomnicndatio~i from the Hearing Examiner, and a final dccisio~i by tlie City Council. 
Disc~lssion of process issues yielded the following co~n~iicnts and reco~ii~~ic~~dat ions.  

A. A new name 
In the larger picture of housing development, the typcs of housing enco111-aged by this 
program are not really considered "innovative" any more. A Inore appropriate name for the 
progralii would he tlic "housing choices program." 

B. Established models should use abbreviated process 
'The iiiodels that were allowed in the demonstration ordinance compact single fan~ily, 
cottage, duplex1t1-iplcx, or blends of these moticls have a traclc recortl of litting well illto 
nciglihorlioods. 1'1-qjccts using some combination of these motlcls with no more (ha11 twice 
tlic unit count allowctl by the underlying zoninl: and an FAR of no mo~-c ilian 0.35, could be 
pcriiiittctl with a siml)lc administrative proccss. It is critical that the proccss provide an early 
intlication that tlic lproposed project scopc will he allowed oil the siic, to ;>void wasting 
moiicy o ~ i  tlcsig11 and engineering ol"pro~ccts that may hc denied. 



<:. Conti~luc a "demonstration" rnode for innovative projccts beyond corrent scope 
I'lie C'ily should lteep cntcrtaining proposals for projccts tliill go bcyond the scope ortlic 
initial demonstration prograni and/or excced an FAR of0.35. Sucli prolects, which would 
still bc in the spirit of the housing clioiccs progl-am but which woitld depart fioni thc ~ ~ O V C I I  

~nodcls and/or FAR ceiling, could be proposed and, if acccptcd, he subject to a process 
sirnilat- to the 11-B proccss. 

D. Administrative design review for projccts 
All projects, whether applicd for under the abbreviated or tlic longcr 11-B process, sliould be 
subjecl to administrative design rcvicw. Tlic City should adopt a set of clear design 
standards, coniplcte with graphics and illustrations, tliat are casy to intel-pret and not 
burdcnsome on projects. These guidelines slio~lld empliasizc overall goals, and focus on the 
exterioi- of the building envelope and tlic w e  of open space. 

E. Maintain some level of staff flexibility 
'I'liosc undertaking the dcnio~istration projects appreciated the flexibility given to staff to 
~nahe tiiinor adjustnients in developlne~lt standards as requested by applicants. Since many 
of thc sites remaining in Kirkland have unique features tliat inlay require some departures 
from standards, it would be Iielpf~il to maintain a level of llcxibility on the part of staff to 
allow minor clianges requested by applicants. 

F. Process can be an incentive 
As an incentive to undertake liousing choices projects, tile ('ity could expedite processing of 
per~iiits for those dcvclopments. 

3. Affordability 
While the dcmotistration projects wcre Inore affordable, on a per-unit basis, than the 
conventional development tliat would have taken place on the silcs, they were still expensive 
lionics. Tllc task force was asked to look at ways to includc an affordability component in 
projects. 

The builders participating in the task force indicated that small, dctached infill projects at 
~iioderatc densities have a very difficult time supporting an affordability component, especially if 
the affordable units tilust be priced to a ccrtain income level. Land prices arc so liigll that tlie 
per-unit land cost by itself can cat up niost of tlie target salcs pricc of the affordable units, 
burdening tlic markct rate units with niost oftlic cost of con st^-uction of the affordable units. 

Ail affordability component could be included in two ways. Firsl, provide a dcnsily or FAR 
bonus that offsets tlie cost of subsidizing tlie affordablc unit. Second, allow thc huiidcr to price 
tlie affortlithic unit close to niarltet rate, but allow tlie unit to hc small atit1 liavc a low level o r  
finislics lliat rcducc tlic pricc. l'liis scco~id method will, liowcvcr, result in i~iiits that may fit 
poorly into ilic rest of the dcvclop~iicnt and yct arc still ~inafk>rtl;~hlc at statutory income 
thi-csholtls sitcli as 80 pcrccnt ofmctlian income. C'al-I-iagc unils. not specifically ailthosized in 
tlic tlcmo~lsifiitioti ordinance, could he used for an affot-tlabili~y component, ii'llicy \~'crc addcd as 
part o fa  bonus. 



4. The "eitherlor" question 
If Piccd with the option of either building conventional single Sani~ly housing, as allowed undcr 
existing zoning, or building a projcel nnder a ho~ising choices progl-am, builders will take into 
~ C C O L I I I ~  several things: 

A. Total marketi~ble square footage. This is tlie standard mcasurc of llic development 
capacity of a parcel: the more square feet that can fit on a site, the highcr the sales value and 
potential prolit. As noted in paragraph I-A above, the demonstration program allowed less 
squal-e footagc to be built on the site compared with conventional development. A builder- 
looking at a 30 to 40 percent reduction in potential marltetablc square rootage may consider 
this gap too large to make up tlirougl1 a liigller per-square-fool price for stnaller homes (see 
next point). It liiust be noted, however, that the two projects built untler these standards were 
financially successful. 

R. Small l~omes cost more per square foot. When homes get much under about 2,000 square 
feet, the cost per-square-foot rises. This is because the homes include all the most expensive 
parts of the house Ititchens, bathrooms b u t  less of the inexpensive spaces, such as 
bedrooms and bonus rooms. Thus, the average cost of square footagc is high. The market 
recognizes this and does allow for a somewhat higher per-square-foot sales price for smaller 
homes. This price prelniuln may not, however, be enough to offset the lower total square 
footage that can be built on a site (see paragraphs I-A and 4-A above). 

C. Site-specific co~~dit ions affect development potential. Conditions specific to a parcel may 
determine its suitability for an alternative approach. This may be physical features, such as 
topography or access. It tnay also be its location and ncigllborliood features that would tend 
to attract certain types of buyers. 

D. Niche markets of the builder. Builders, especially small ones, tend to operate niost 
comfortably within certain market seglnents and prod~let types. 'fhus, two builders may look 
at the same parcel and see two very different, and equally feasible devcloprnent scenarios. 

Conclusions 

A. Because of thc variability in sites and the differences in business nicllcs of builders, it is 
diffic~ilt to arrive at a hard and fast set of numbers for the bonus structure. It is clear that tlie 
bonus structure under the de~nonstratiori program was a bit thin, and making i t  ruore 
generous will increase the odds that some builders will lakc advantagc of it and take the 
housing choicc option. 

1 Mixing difScl-ctit sizcs and styles of houses within a honsing cl~oicc tlc\~elopment allows 
builders to aini for tlifferent markets and a 11101-e diverse buyel- pi-olilc. 

C'. The C'iiy sho~lltl ailtliorize models from the demonstration prograni ~iiitlcr a simple 
administrati\ c proccss, while leaving the door open to other niotlcls ;~~iil/or higher F A l i  that 
wonld 1)c S L I I > J C U I  to 21 morc comprehensive rcvicbv. 



1). Llcsign r-cview is assumed to be an integral part oftlle l i < ~ ~ ~ s i i i g  choice 121-ogram, but should he 
adnlinisttxlivc. A solid dcsigli review rcquirenient will Ilclp protect against substandal.d 
1x-olcfls that will endanger pnblic s~ipport for the progi-~IIII. 

E. Staff flexibility in applying development standards is nc~:cssal-y to allow hui1dc1-s to Lake 
maximuin advanlage o f t h e  program and the charactcrist~cs oTindividual sitcs. 

F. Any effol-dability requiremcnt that ililposes an intelnal si~bsitly in the pl-ojecl - marltet rate 
units paying construction costs of affordable units will act as a i i~ajor disincentive to 
undcrtalte thc housing choices option. A further density bonus for inclusion of affordable 
units co~lld eliminate internal subsidies. 


