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Scope and Assessment Report: 2019 Amendment 

This proposal seeks to improve the effectiveness of the Historic Preservation Program 
through a series of code amendments, including:  enhancement of demolition/cultural 
resources impact review within TMC 13.12.570; enhancements to TMC 13.07, including 
clarification of the nomination and designation process and project review, and the 
Historic Conditional Use Permit at TMC 13.06.640 F.  Companion amendments to TMC 
1.42 regarding the composition of the Landmarks Commission are also proposed. 

Project Summary   

Applicant: Planning and Development Services 

Type of Amendment: Code  

Location and Size of Area: Citywide 

Current Land Use and Zoning: Multiple 

Neighborhood Council Area: Multiple 

Staff Recommendation:  To Release the Draft Scope of Work and Assessment Report for Public Review 
and Comment.  

Date of Report: June 20, 2018 

Project Proposal:  

Historic Preservation related code amendments to include: 
 
1. Establishment of a citywide demolition review process that would include 

review of demolition permits for adverse effects to historically significant 
properties over 4,000 SF, within Mixed Use Centers, and within National 
Register Historic Districts or affecting National Register listed buildings, as 
well as clarifying existing demolition review language in code.   

2. Amendments to clarify the nomination and designation process, including 
improvements to language regarding elements that can be included in 
historic designations, as well as improvements to the language regarding 
City Council review of nominations (TMC 13.07.050 and others). 

3. Changes to nomination requirements to ease nominations locally for 
properties already on the National Register of Historic Places. 

4. Increase effectiveness of Historic Conditional Use Permit by clarifying 
elements of listed properties eligible for Conditional Use, as well as 
potential expansion of use palette. 
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Section A. Proposed Scope of Work 
1. Area of Applicability 

These amendments are citywide, but would primarily affect properties with institutional, commercial and multifamily 
structures and those within National Register Historic Districts.    
 
2. Background  

This is an outgrowth of several years of community discussion as well as Landmarks Commission direction, in addition 
to process issues discovered during project review since the last significant code amendment in 2011.   

As a part of this initiative, in 2011 a GIS-based predictive model was created with the objective of providing a data-
driven approach to determine what properties might be historically significant, without the need or expense of a field 
survey.  However, after much analysis and review, it was determined that due to limitations on data, there were internal 
and external validity problems with the model output significant enough to limit its use as a permitting threshold tool 
(i.e. whether it could be used to determine whether a property was significant enough to require demolition review in 
permitting). 

Moreover, the Downtown Subarea Plan implemented a similar requirement for review of impacts to historic and 
cultural resources resulting from development activities within the downtown area, under its Cultural Resource 
Management Plan requirement that is codified at TMC 13.12.570. 

The remainder of the propose amendments are not expansions of code or program authority as much as they are 
clean up and clarification of existing language. 

3. Policy Framework 

The Historic Preservation Element of the Comprehensive Plan anticipates and supports improved demolition review.  
Among other observations, the plan notes that demolition review is an administrative function housed within the 
Historic Preservation Office, and that presently (2011) the existing tools are not sufficient for this task to be fully 
functional. 

Specifically, the Plan states: 

Goal: Historic Resources are Protected from Demolition. 

Historically significant properties should be protected from demolition whenever 
possible. This includes properties eligible for, or listed in, local, state or national historic 
registers. 

Policy HP-21 

Provide effective demolition review procedures. 

Procedures for demolition review should protect both identified and potential historic 
resources from demolition. 

Action HP-21A 

Consider expanding a demolition review and consideration period to non-designated 
properties that may be historically significant. 
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Consideration should be given to expanding demolition review to include all properties 
within a historic or conservation district as well as non-single family residential 
properties that meet a specific age threshold and appear on a historic register or are 
likely to be historically significant based on a predictive model. Note that a review 
period may also allow for public notice and comment. 

The policies of the Historic Preservation Element support the advancement of this project at this 
time.  

4. Objectives  

These proposed amendments will achieve several primary objectives: 

• Address inconsistencies or errors in the Comprehensive Plan or development regulations;  

Demolition review is not currently adequate within the City of Tacoma, and as practiced currently is both 
falling short of the Comprehensive Plan policy direction and the expectations of the community.  

The amendments involving the Landmarks code will clarify processes for nominations that have recently 
arisen, improving the quality of service to Tacoma’s citizens. 

• Respond to changing circumstances, such as growth and development patterns, needs and desires of the 
community, and the City’s capacity to provide adequate services;  

With increasing real and anticipated development pressure, this amendment is needed to ensure that adequate 
public review is conducted for projects that may affect historically significant properties in Tacoma.  In addition, 
it potentially provides an opportunity for better project outcomes to ensure that future development is 
compatible with the character of the existing built environment. 

• Maintain or enhance compatibility with existing or planned land uses and the surrounding development 
pattern;  

Demolition review would provide an opportunity to identify and mitigate impacts to Tacoma’s historic areas 
resulting from demolition of historically significant structures.  This would encourage a balance between new 
development activity and the character of the existing context.  

• Enhance the quality of the neighborhood. 
The Historic Conditional Use Permit is intended to encourage the adaptive reuse of historically significant 
properties within neighborhoods, in cases where historic structure was constructed prior to the adoption of 
the zoning code and potential new uses are not allowed by the present day zoning.  These structures, such as 
schools or other institutional buildings, are often character defining to the neighborhood and contribute to 
the neighborhood identity. 

To date, the Historic Conditional Use Permit has not resulted in a successful historic adaptive reuse 
development project.  The enhancements to this program would identify and address inadequacies, such as 
limitations on potential uses or other barriers.  

5. Options Analysis 

The Commission has several options to address this issue (primarily demolition review).   
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• The Commission could recommend a pilot project approach of limited scope to study effectiveness of 
demolition review and impacts to service levels,  

• The Commission could recommend an alternative approach to surveying, documenting and designating 
potentially significant landmarks, thus subjecting those properties to protections that already exist for 
designated landmarks in TMC 13.07 

• The Commission could leave SEPA thresholds as they are but provide additional guidance for reviewing 
demolition under those existing regulations in our local SEPA code.] 

• Stand-alone demolition ordinance 

As part of the Options Analysis phase of the project, staff would evaluate these primary approaches and provide the 
Commission with a recommended approach.  

6. Proposed Outreach  

This proposal will affect the development community as well as property owners, primarily commercial.  In addition, 
there is great interest among the preservation community and stakeholders, as well as certain neighborhood groups.  
Potential outreach will include Neighborhood Councils, Downtown Association, the Chamber of Commerce and 
community groups such as Historic Tacoma.   The Master Builders Association of Pierce County has been briefed on 
the demolition review concept.  The Historic Preservation Office is conversant with our counterparts at the Puyallup 
Tribe, and we would also offer these proposals for consultation with the appropriate staff at the Tribal administration. 

The Landmarks Commission is the primary subject matter expert on these policy issues, and has discussed all of these 
amendment areas in recent years at various meetings.   The Landmarks Commission would be a willing and 
appropriate venue to review these initiatives, and could serve as the primary review and regulatory code development 
body, which would deliver its assessment and recommendation to the Planning Commission at the conclusion of its 
review. 

7. Impacts Assessment  

This is a non-project action that would not dramatically alter existing regulations or broaden potential development 
impacts beyond what is currently allowed in the Tacoma Municipal Code.   

As a citywide action, the affected area includes all types of terrain, including flat, rolling, hilly, and may include slopes, 
tidelands and shorelands.  All types of soils are also within the affected area.  

No additional impacts to air or water quality are anticipated to result from these proposals; however, enhanced 
demolition review may reduce the number of total demolitions of structures and thus may generally reduce impacts to 
air quality resulting from such demolitions. 

As a citywide action, all types of vegetation may be within the affected area, although historic preservation regulations 
tend to primarily affect existing, built out urban areas.  In addition, no additional impacts to fauna or habitat is 
anticipated to potentially result from these proposals. 

Demolition review is a waste stream reduction and conservation/sustainable development initiative, and thus could be 
anticipated to have a general benefit on energy usage and natural resources by encouraging reuse of existing 
structures.  However, historic structures may also have presence of hazardous materials, including lead paint and 
asbestos, which are mitigated on a project by project basis. 
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This proposal may affect all land use types, but is primarily anticipated to affect commercial and multifamily 
development.  No farmland or agricultural land is anticipated to be affected by the proposal. 

No reduction in housing is anticipated; however, existing historic housing units may be preserved indirectly as a result 
of these proposals, and additional multifamily adaptive reuse projects incorporating housing may result. 

No direct impacts to views or aesthetics are anticipated, nor is any increased light or glare.  No effect on recreational 
uses or opportunities is expected. 

This project will affect historic and cultural resources, primarily by encouraging historic preservation and adaptive 
reuse.  It will affect both designated historic properties, as well as properties that are significant but not listed or yet 
identified. 

This project is not expected to impact traffic or transportation, public services or utilities.  

8. Supplemental Information 

Information on demolition permit issuance and geography would be valuable to the Commission in making an analysis 
of impact.  

 

Section B. Assessment 
The applications were reviewed against the following assessment criteria pursuant to TMC 13.02.045:  

1. If the amendment request is legislative and properly subject to Planning Commission review, or quasi-judicial 
and not properly subject to Commission review.  

Staff Assessment:  These proposed amendments are legislative in nature, as they are amendments to the 
Municipal Code.  

2. If there have been recent studies of the same area or issue, which may be cause for the Commission to decline 
further review, or if there are active or planned projects that the amendment request can be incorporated into. 

Staff Assessment: There are neither recent studies of the same issue, nor plans to address this issue at a future 
date. 

3. If the amount of analysis necessary is reasonably manageable given the workloads and resources of the 
Department and the Commission, or if a large-scale study is required, the amendment request may be scaled 
down, studied in phases, delayed until a future amendment cycle, or declined. 

Staff Assessment: This is a relatively small permitting change that will affect larger scale commercial projects 
only, and should not necessitate large or comprehensive analyses or studies. 
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Section C. Summary of Public Comments 

Issue Staff Response 
Demolition Review: Urge City staff to use a 3,000 square 
foot baseline as a trigger for demolition review.  

The next phase of the project, if accepted by the 
Commission, will review different options for addressing 
demolition review.  

Consider amendments to the nonconforming use code to 
be more supportive of re-use of commercial buildings 
within neighborhoods. Some buildings were downzoned to 
residential use, but were historically commercial buildings. 
This has created a challenge for tenants at these sites. 
Consider reasonable amendments or rezones to support 
re-use while recognizing the concerns about off-site 
impacts.  

Comment noted. No changes to the scope are 
recommended. However, the Future Land Use Map 
implementation and Commercial Zoning update will 
include some assessment of non-conforming uses and 
identify situations where a rezone is an appropriate 
option.  

Flexibility and use allowances for historic buildings under 
the Historic Conditional Use Permit should be reduced. 
These uses were prohibited for a reason. No additional use 
flexibility is needed beyond conditional uses already 
allowed in the single family zoning districts. This code 
section is not needed.  

Comment noted. No changes to the scope are 
recommended. 

Consider adjacency review for new development next to a 
designated Landmark.  

Comment noted. This issue may be reviewed during 
future zoning code discussions.  No changes to the 
scope are recommended.  

 

Section D. Staff Recommendation 
According to TMC 13.02.045, the Planning Commission will review this assessment and make its decision as to:  

1. Whether or not the application is complete, and if not, what information is needed to make it complete;  

2. Whether or not the scope of the application should be modified, and if so, what alternatives should be 
considered; and  

3. Whether or not the application will be considered, and if so, in which amendment cycle. The Planning 
Commission shall make determinations concerning proposed amendments. 

Based on the review of the proposals against the assessment criteria and consideration of the public testimony, staff 
concludes that the project is ready for technical analysis.  Staff recommends that the Planning Commission accept the 
application, as proposed, for consideration during the 2019 Amendment cycle.  
 
 

Section E. Planning Commission Determination 
On June 20, 2018 the Commission approved the Scope of Work and Assessment Report as recommended by staff and 
forwarded the application for technical review and analysis as part of the 2019 Amendment.  


