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The Seattle City Council on Monday passed the basic framework for new rules that will require apartment and 
condo developers to build or fund housing that members of the working class can afford. 

The measure passed 8-0 but developers won’t have to start complying until later this year and next after the 
council increases development capacity in various neighborhoods. This new zoning will let developers build 
bigger projects. 

Councilmember Lisa Herbold called the legislation historic because it requires for the first time that developers 
either include affordable units in their projects or pay into a fund that will go toward building affordable units 
elsewhere. The city forecasts that over the next 10 years builders will include around 1,500 affordable units in 
their projects or pay a total of $176 million to build about 2,200 new affordable units elsewhere. Exactly how 
many units builders will have to put in their projects and the fees for offsite development will be determined 
later. 

Related legislation that the council passed last year requires builders of commercial projects to pay into the 
affordable housing fund. Once zoning maps are changed to allow construction of taller projects, developers will 
pay between $5 per square foot for projects in lower cost areas up to $17.50 a square foot for high-cost areas, 
such as South Lake Union. 

City officials estimate this will generate $196 million and result in the construction of around 2,400 units that 
are affordable to people who make 60 percent of the area median income, or $43,380 a year for a family of two. 

In an interview last month, Mayor Ed Murray said the biggest hurdle to implementing the mandatory affordable 
housing rules is for the council to upzone parts of different neighborhoods. He said the goal is to have 
everything enacted by the first quarter of next year. 

“I think that’s probably aggressive,” said Murray, who thinks a more realistic goal is the second or third quarter 
of 2017. 

Murray has said that Seattle faces “our worst housing affordability crisis in decades.” Year-over-year home 
prices and rents are rising by double digits, while the incomes of lower wage earners have stagnated. 

Federal housing officials consider households to be “cost burdened” if they spend 30 percent or more of their 
gross income on housing. City officials say that 38 percent of Seattle households are either moderately or 
severely cost burdened. More than 40,000 households are paying more than half their income in rent. 

“We must address this crisis with all the tools available to us, and the (newly approved framework) has the 
potential to be an effective and innovative one,” Councilmember Rob Johnson said after Monday’s vote. 

Marc Stiles covers real estate for the Puget Sound Business Journal. 
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