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Full Council – Monday, April 25, 2011 

C.B. 117140 – South Downtown Zoning Changes 

 

Councilmember Licata’s proposed amendment to lower the maximum height limits in 

Pioneer Square to the height limit in the original proposal 

 

Background 

 

The height limit in the Pioneer Square Historic District (District) west of Second Avenue 

Extension S. is currently 100 feet, except that a structure may not be more than 15 feet taller than 

the height of the tallest structure on the block or the adjacent block front.  This variable height 

limit results in a height limit that ranges from 75 to 100 feet (see Map A below).   

 

Map A:  Current Height Limits in Pioneer Square 

 

 
 

The Department of Planning and Development (DPD) proposed that the height limit in Pioneer 

Square be changed from this variable height limit to a predictable base height limit of 100 feet.  

Except for the block fronts on either side of First Avenue South, height could be increased above 

the base height if the developer provides affordable housing, provides open space, and/or buys 

transferable development potential from a historic property in South Downtown (see Map B 

below). 
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Map B:  DPD Proposed Heights in Pioneer Square 

 

 
 

The Pioneer Square Preservation Board supported the proposed height increases, and also 

suggested that a 15-foot building setback be required above 100 feet along street frontages in 

central Pioneer Square, to provide lower façade heights compatible with the scale of buildings 

surrounding Occidental Park.  This requirement is included in the legislation. 

 

At the March 9, 2011, COBE meeting, Councilmembers approved amendments (a) to increase 

the maximum heights in some areas of Pioneer Square to 130 feet or 140 feet (see Map C); and 

(b) to enlarge the geographic area in which upper-level setbacks are required for structures over 

100 feet in height.  The 140-foot height limits are on the east side of the District, where there is 

transition to the greater heights (up to 240 feet) proposed for east of Fourth Ave. S. 
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Map C 

 
 

The recommendation is that the full Council amend the South Downtown legislation to roll-back the 

maximum height limits in Pioneer Square to the maximum height limit of 120 feet.  In addition, the 

amendments would undo the enlargement of the area in which upper-level setbacks are required, 

because the enlargement of this area to include a block north of Yesler Way was considered a 

mitigating measure for increasing the maximum height limit. 

 

______________________________________________ 

 

Specific amendment language – amend C.B. 117140 as shown below to roll-back the 

maximum height limit in Pioneer Square to a maximum height limit of 120 feet. 

 

Amend Section 36 as follows: 

Section 36.  Subsections A, B, C and D of Section 23.49.178 of the Seattle Municipal 

Code, which section was last amended by Ordinance 123034, are is amended as follows: 

23.49.178  Pioneer Square Mixed, structure height((.)) 

A.  Maximum structure height is the applicable height limit designated on the Official 

Land Use Map, Chapter 23.32 except as provided in this Section 23.49.178. 

B.  Rooftop features and certain additions to structures are allowed to exceed the 

applicable height limit according to ((the provisions of)) subsection 23.66.140.C. 
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C.  ((In the PSM 100/100-120 zone, ((: 

1.  Except as expressly allowed in this subsection 23.49.178.C a structure shall 

not exceed by more than 15 feet the height of the tallest structure on the block or the adjacent 

block front (s); 

2.  A)) a structure within which a streetcar maintenance base has been established 

may attain a maximum height of 130 feet if the structure has, in residential or hotel use, gross 

floor area equal to the gross floor area in the structure above 100 feet. 

D.  ((In the PSM 100 to 120 zone, structure height over 100 feet to a maximum of 120 

feet is permitted if a minimum of 75 percent of the gross floor area of the structure is in 

residential use.)) In the PSM 100/100-120, PSM 100/100-130, PSM 100/100-140, and PSM 

100/120-150 zones, except as provided in subsection 23.49.178.C, the applicable height limit is 

determined as set forth in this subsection 23.49.178.DC.  The base height limit for nonresidential 

or live-work uses is the first figure after the “PSM” designation, and is the height limit for all 

portions of a structure that contain those uses unless all of the conditions of subsections 

23.49.178.DC.1-5 are satisfied. The base height limit for residential use, shown as the first figure 

following the "/", is the applicable height limit for a structure that contains residential uses and 

does not satisfy the conditions to exceed the base height limit under this subsection 

23.49.178.DC.  Subject to any limit imposed under Section 23.66.140, the third figure shown is 

the applicable height limit for a structure if all of the conditions to exceeding base height limits 

under this subsection 23.49.178.DC are satisfied.  A structure may exceed the base height limits 

only if: 

1. Construction does not involve the demolition or removal of any building or 

structure except as approved pursuant to Section 23.66.115; 

2. No building or structure has been demolished or removed from the lot within 

the ten years immediately preceding application for a building permit for the structure or addition 

that would exceed an applicable base height limit unless the Director of Neighborhoods 

determines that the demolished or removed building or structure did not contribute to the 

architectural or historic character of the Pioneer Square Preservation District; 

3.  The gross floor area of the portion of the structure in residential use will equal 

or exceed the gross floor area in the portion of the structure above 100 feet;  

4.  The structure will use extra residential floor area available under Section 

23.49.023 to gain all additional floor area above the base height limit for residential uses; and 
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5.  The lot area is at least 7,200 square feet.   

((E))D. In the PSM 85-120 zone:  

1. The applicable height limit is 85 feet except as provided in subsections 

((23.49.178.E.2 and 23.49.178.E.3)) 23.49.178.D.2 and 23.49.178.D.3.  

2. The applicable height limit is 120 feet if a minimum of 75 percent of the gross 

floor area of the structure is in residential use, except as provided in subsection ((23.49.178.E.3)) 

23.49.178.D.3.  

3. The applicable height limit is 240 feet for structures located within the area identified 

on Map A for 23.49.180 if the structures comply with the provisions of Section 23.49.180. 

 

______________________________________ 

 

Delete Section 37 as follows.  It was proposed to be amended only to change a cross-reference, 

and is no longer needed: 

Section 37.  Not used.  ((Subsection A of Section 23.49.180, which section was enacted 

by Ordinance 123034, is amended as follows: 

23.49.180  Additional height in the Pioneer Square Mixed 85-120 zone 

A. General Intent. This section applies to the area identified on Map A for 23.49.180 

within the Pioneer Square Preservation District if an applicant elects to develop a project using 

the height limits in ((Section 23.49.178.E.3)) subsection 23.49.178.D.3. The purpose of this 

section is to provide added flexibility through an increase in the maximum height limit to 

promote a high density, mixed use, and mixed income development that can contribute to the 

vitality of Pioneer Square. 

* * *)) 

______________________________________ 
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Revise Exhibit A (Rezones West of Interstate 5) to undo the changes shown below in yellow, red, 

and blue and restore the height designation PSM 100/100-120 in those areas: 

 
 

______________________________________ 
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Revise Map C for 23.66.122 and 23.66.150 to delete from Subarea C the area shown in blue: 
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