
 

4.14: Aesthetics 
 
4.14.1: Existing conditions 
 
Physical context 
The MLK subarea is located at the top edge of 
the hill that rises approximately 300 feet from 
the Thea Foss Waterway through the downtown 
core to the Hilltop plateau and neighborhood. 
The south end of the MLK subarea overlooks the 
Nalley Valley, Center Street and Interstate 5. The 
central and northern portions of the MLK 
subarea overlook the downtown core, the 
tideflats and Thea Foss Waterway.  
 
Grid street development pattern 
The early settlement or surveyor’s plan for 
Tacoma defined the original sections of the city, 
including Old Town and the Hilltop, within a 
pattern of streets creating regular block 
divisions that extended west as the city 
developed. The initial grid roughly paralleled 
Commencement Bay's shoreline and the slope of 
the hill rising westward from the water.  
 
The alignment was roughly 10 degrees askew 
from the regular north-south grid. In later 
developments, located west of the prominent 
slope and across the flatter hilltop, the street 
grid turned slightly to run north-south, aligning 
itself with the Federal system of land division. 
The transition occurred in the vicinity of South 
Alaska Street, where a gulch descending toward 
Center Street provided a logical demarcation 
between the two grid systems.  
 
Land is divided into a regular grid of square 
blocks composed of two tiers of 25 foot wide 
and 130 foot deep lots, divided by a central 
alley. However, as development moved west and 
south away from the downtown, intermediate 
streets were often omitted in favor of longer 
north/south blocks as in Hilltop or MLK subarea 
neighborhoods. 
 
Cable and streetcars 
As development on the hill lagged behind 
construction in Tacoma's central business 
district and lower slopes of the hill, property 
owners in the Hilltop petitioned the city for 
development of a cable car line between the 
downtown and Hilltop.  
 
The locally based Tacoma Railway & Motor 
Company acquired a cable car franchise for the 
Hilltop in 1889. Under the terms of the city 
franchise, the company built a single track loop 
line up South 11th Street, south on MLK Jr Way 
(K Street at the time), and back down to South A 
Street via South 13th Street. The Tacoma cable 

car, one of only three in the United States 
became a popular tourist attraction as well. 
 
The cable car lines were eventually expanded to 
connect Hilltop and the downtown to the 
emerging neighborhoods to the west and north. 
 
Hilltop’s historical development context 
Principal landholdings had been platted in 
Hilltop's largest additions by 1891. In general, 
lots were sold to individuals or small 
contracting outfits rather than large-scale 
residential developers. Consequently, 
development leapfrogged up and across the 
blocks, as owners or contractors assembled the 
resources to construct homes on their particular 
lots.  
 
By the 1880s, development had concentrated 
around South 9th, South 11th, South 15th, and 
South 17th Streets, before giving way to woods 
and squatter settlements again along present 
day MLK Jr Way. Although a few companies 
constructed several similar structures on 
adjacent lots at one time, (seldom more than 
half a dozen) it was far more typical to see 
varied, individualized building designs.  
 
Waves of ethnically diverse peoples from 
around the globe and throughout the Eastern 
States moved in and established the Hilltop area 
as a predominantly working class community. 
An extensive inventory of historic houses, 
apartments, churches, clubs, parks, and stores 
narrate the story of Hilltop’s evolution. 
 
Development exploded over the eastern bluff in 
1891 with the 11th to 13th Street cable car. A 
network of subsequent trolley lines led new 
waves of growth into the 20th Century. 
 
Popular architectural styles of the day, 
the American Foursquares of the 1900s, the 
Craftsmans of the 1910's, and Bungalows of the 
1920's, record the irregular pattern of 
residential infill. They were interwoven with 
essential services establishing a strong and 
cohesive community. 
 
Surges of growth continued until the Great 
Depression of 1929, after which scattered infill 
and modernizations reflect the changing needs 
of Hilltop’s residential population. 
 
The district was originally developed with 1 and 
2-story single-family homes, with occasional 
double houses. They were tightly packed on the 
standard 25 foot wide lot, with some homes 
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occupying one lot while others were constructed 
one two or three. 
 
A vibrant apartment district transformed much 
of the original neighborhood. Many of the 
smaller wooden buildings were demolished for 
the 3 to 4-story brick structures that typically 
stretch the depth of corner lots.  
 
Near the historical commercial core at South 
11th and MLK Jr Way, business pressures 
continuously transformed original structures 
into contemporary, larger commercial buildings. 
Many older historic structures remain, although 
scattered throughout the district. 
 
The result is Hilltop's diverse quilt of 
architectural periods, styles, and building types. 
As a result, Hilltop has a concentration of older 
and some possibly historic properties that 
include single family homes, double homes, 
apartments and neighborhood commercial 
buildings.  
 
MLK’s contemporary development context 
The MLK subarea’s current development pattern 
reflects Hilltop’s historical development as well 
as the emergence of higher density structures 
within MultiCare Health System’s Mary Bridge 
Children’s and Tacoma General Hospitals on the 
north between Division Avenue and South 6th 
Avenue, and the Franciscan Health System’s St 
Joseph Medical Center on South J Street between 
South 16th and 19th Streets. The MLK subarea 
will also contain Community Health Care’s 
Clinic on MLK Jr Way and Ernest S Brazill Street. 
 
Other major buildings in and adjacent to the 
MLK subarea include the Evergreen State 
College’s Tacoma campus located on 6th 
Avenue, Bates Technical College’s downtown 
campus located on Yakima Avenue, People’s 
Community Center and Pool located on MLK Jr 
Way at South 16th Street, and McCarver 
Elementary School located on South J Street at 
South 21st Street. 
 
While the MLK subarea has recently been zoned 
for mixed use development allowing 
construction of 3 to 4-story (35-45 maximum 
foot height) buildings in the single family 
residential neighborhoods, 5 to 6-story (65-88 
foot maximum height) platform buildings along 
MLK Jr Way, and 10-story (150 foot maximum 
height) buildings in the hospital zones - very 
little development has occurred within the 
subarea other than a couple of new mixed-use 
residential projects located along the southwest 
edge of the MLK subarea boundary, along 
Yakima Avenue. 
 

Generally, other than the hospitals and 
buildings cited above, the MLK subarea is 
characterized by older, including some historic, 
single family and 3-story apartment buildings, 1 
to 2-story commercial buildings, as well as 
vacant or underutilized parcels scattered 
throughout the subarea and along MLK Jr Way, 
especially around the intersection of South 11th 
Street and MLK Jr Way. 
 
Viewscapes 
At an elevation over 14,410 feet, Mount Rainier 
creates one of the dominant views throughout 
Tacoma and the MLK subarea.  
 

On clear days, Mount Rainier can be seen from 
vantage points at McCarver Elementary School 
and its playground, from an overlook plaza on 
the east side of St Joseph Hospital on South I 
Street, from undeveloped lots at the top of the 
hillside on South I and J Street, and from 
adjacent low density single family 
neighborhoods in the MLK subarea, among other 
sites.  
 
Captivating views are also provided from most 
of the MLK subarea’s east-west public road 
corridors as well as the upper floors of most 
development structures from the top of the 
ridge at South J Street east to Yakima Avenue of 
Commencement Bay, downtown Tacoma, the 
Thea Foss Waterway, the SR-509 Cable Bridge, 
the historic Brewery District and University of 
Washington Tacoma campus structures, the 
Tacoma Dome, and the Port of Tacoma 
industrial district and waterways. 
 
Conversely, St Joseph’s Hospital’s iconic round 
and elevated structure, the historical water 
standpipe to the south on J Street, McCarver 
Elementary School, and some older apartment 
and new mixed use buildings along the west 
side of Yakima Avenue provide a defining 
backdrop to the MLK subarea from motorists on 
Interstate 5 and Interstate 705, SR-509, and 
most surrounding streets and roadways within 
downtown Tacoma and the flat lands in the Port 
of Tacoma industrial district.  
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Previous page, top - aerial view of the Hilltop (highlighted in the yellow box) 
illustrating key visual features – such as St Joseph Hospital which can be seen on 
the left side of the picture 
Previous page, bottom left – water standpipe on South J Street 
Previous page, bottom right – view down South 11th Street of Murray Morgan 
Bridge 
Above top – view down South 9th of Port Industrial Area and waterways  
Above bottom – view down South 19th of UWT and Port district 
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The hospital structures are likely to remain the 
most visible landmarks in the MLK subarea 
given the 150 foot height limit allowed in the 
hospital mixed use zone. 

 
Vegetation 
In 1886 the Tacoma Land Company, under the 
leadership of its president, Charles B. Wright, 
donated a parcel of land approximately 20 acres 
in size to Tacoma for the sole purpose of being 
developed as a public park. The original 20-acre 
parcel quickly grew to its current size of 27 
acres filling out 10 city blocks.  
 
Wright Park conserves old growth woodlands 
and specimen trees including the Gettysburg 
Juniper Tree (1914), the Grant Memorial Tree 
(1922), the Tacoma Mother Tree (1929), 6 
Japanese Flowering Cherries and 5 Japanese 
Dogwoods (1936), and a giant sequoia planted in 
commemoration of the 150th anniversary of the 
adoption of the US Constitution (1937). 
 
Over 350 varieties of trees were planted in 
Wright Park containing specimens of nearly 
every flora in the United States and Europe. A 
number of the original trees and plantings, 
however, were destroyed in the Columbus Day 
Storm in 1962. 
 
Large deciduous trees are scattered throughout 
the MLK subarea, particularly in the older single 
family neighborhoods from South 6th to 9th 
Streets and South 21st to 27th Streets, in and 
around People’s Park at South 10th Street and 
MLK Jr Way, and in and around parking lots at 
MultiCare and Franciscan Health Systems 
medical and hospital facilities. 
 
In general, the MLK subarea is lightly vegetated 
as a result of the ground clearing that occurred 
during its early development and in deference 
to those lots or buildings seeking to preserve 
views. 
 

Streetscape, wayfinding, and gateways  
Street trees were planted along scattered 
segments of Yakima Avenue as a result of 
previous projects to develop the avenue into a 
parkway or boulevard.  
 
With few exceptions, the MLK subarea 
streetscapes do not include regular or 
continuous street trees or any other types of 
regular plantings or vegetative accents.  
 
Hilltop Business District promotional banners 
have been installed on street light standards 
along portions of South 11th Street that serves 
as a gateway from the downtown to the MLK 
subarea and on streets within the business 
district. 
 
Public art has been painted on the side of the 
Johnson Candy Company’s building that adjoins 
People’s Park and on a commercial building wall 
across MLK Jr Way from the park. Other 
artworks have been installed elsewhere in the 
MLK subarea including in Peoples Park and the 
Zina Linnik tribute in McCarver Park. 
 
A landscaped public plaza has been created by 
MultiCare Health System that connects their 
main facility on the east side of MLK Jr Way with 
their ancillary facilities to the west of MLK Jr 
Way on South L Street. Similar plaza 
improvements are proposed by the Franciscan 
Health System to connect their new medical 
office building and parking garage on MLK Jr 
Way with the main facilities on South J Street. 
 
Traffic circles and median islands with 
landscaped plantings have been developed at 
the major pedestrian crossings of South J Street 
into McCarver Elementary School at South 21st 
Street, and as traffic calming and one-way 
traffic controls on South L Street. 
 
Site/building development grains 
A number of 1 and 2-story buildings survive 
from historical periods within the 6-block core 
of the business district including the Browne’s 
Star Grill, Pochert Building, Hilltop Savings & 
Loan, and others on MLK Jr Way between South 
10th and 13th Streets and South L and South J 
Streets. 
 
Taken together, these buildings retain some of 
the historical scale of the original business 
district even though the individual buildings are 
not, in and of themselves, significantly 
historical. 
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Solar, light, and glare 
The MLK subarea’s street grid caused most 
buildings to be oriented to face east or west 
along the length of the original surveyed city 
blocks. The narrow lots created narrow 
commercial building roofs aligned east to west, 
a number of which incorporated skylights and 
interior light wells for natural light exposure. 
 
Proposed mixed-use development projects, 
however, will create sizable roofs which could 
support solar applications as well as green roof 
and recreational activity enhancements. To date, 
however, no buildings have been developed 
within the MLK subarea with solar or green roof 
adaptations. 
 
Ambient light and glare are produced within the 
MLK Jr Way corridor from cobra overhead street 
lights on some of the cross streets, including 
South 11th Street, and on segments of MLK Jr 
Way as well from vehicle headlights, exterior 
building and site illumination, particularly from 
commercial storage lots and lighted advertising 
signs. 
 
Generally, however, MLK Jr Way and some of the 
principal side streets are not well lit for safe 
pedestrian use, or with shielded street lights 
with which to illuminate roadways without glare 
spill over. 
 
4.14.2: Impacts 
 
Both alternatives 
 
Both alternatives will allow development and 
redevelopment in the MLK subarea for urban 
uses and activities to various intensities. An 
increase in urban development and thereby the 
overall population will create more activity and 
a impact on aesthetic resources and viewscapes 
including landmark buildings, street corridors, 
streetscapes, pedestrian areas and activities, 
and other features.  
 
Potential reuse or redevelopment of some of 
these areas could alter their aesthetic and 
historical character possibly enhancing their 
potential or destroying community value if not 
properly protected. Potential redevelopment 
could obscure aesthetic resources and potential 
visual imagery of MLK subarea from the 
surrounding community, and from within 
specific sites and buildings if not properly 
planned and designed. 
 
And, poorly designed or overtly contemporary 
building designs could overpower the MLK 
subarea’s historical, though eclectic building 

mix and streetscape diluting the subarea’s 
cultural and visual context and continuity. 
 
Alternative 1: No-action  
 
The Washington Administrative Code requires a 
no-action alternative be considered within the 
environmental review process. Under a no-
action alternative, the prevailing Tacoma 
Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Map, and 
Development Regulations would remain in 
effect and all MLK subarea planning and 
implementation policies would continue to be 
coordinated with that document.  
 
The present plan and policies or no-action 
would result in the following: 
 
Catalytic projects under way 
Alternative 1: No-action will complete the 
following catalytic projects on MLK Jr Way to 
stimulate development activities in accordance 
with existing mixed use district design 
standards: 
 
Community Health Care Clinic – construction 
has been initiated on the 3-story regional health 
center on the northwest corner of Ernest S 
Brazill Street and MLK Jr Way for treating low-
income patients. A separate 3-story parking 
garage with 250 stalls is being built next to the 
clinic. 
 
Franciscan Medical Building & Parking Garage 
– construction on the block east of MLK Jr Way 
between South 16th and 17th Streets of the 5-
story Franciscan Medical Office Building with an 
adjoining 7-story 770 stall parking garage, sky-
bridge, MLK Jr Way street level retail spaces, and 
outdoor sitting area. 
 
MultiCare Health System Milgard Pavilion – 
addition of 2 floors to the top of the 5-story 
Milgard Pavilion on MLK Jr Way to house Mary 
Bridge general pediatric beds and the Pediatric 
Intensive Care Unit.  
 
People’s Community Center Pool – will be 
reconfigured and expanded in a 3-phase project 
of which phase 1 will demolish and rebuild the 
natatorium with all aquatic features, party 
rooms, and the stair tower for the water slide. 
Phase 2 will install the water slide and construct 
the outdoor spray ground. A future phase 3 will 
expand the center north to provide for an 
enlarged fitness facility, concessions, and 
storage. 
 
These developments provide the momentum 
and opportunity to create and implement a 
revitalization strategy for the MLK subarea and 
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MLK Jr Way in particular under existing mixed 
use district design standards. 
 
Alternative 2: MLK Subarea Plan 
 
Alternative 2: MLK Subarea Plan will complete 
the catalytic projects defined in Alternative 1 
and initiate a series of other development 
projects to stimulate development activities on 
MLK Jr Way in accordance with the 
Comprehensive Plan and Neighborhood Policies: 
 
Catalytic projects to be initiated 
MLK Housing Development Association 
(MLKHDA) – the site could be repackaged and 
the property redeveloped to potentially provide 
ground floor artist/retail and upper floor 
educational community space, mixed income 
housing units over parking decks, and restore 
the historic Tally Ho Tavern to retail activity. 
 
Browne’s Star Grill and Pochert Buildings –
could potentially restore and retain the historic 
Browne’s Star Grill and Pochert Buildings and 
develop the surrounding property to provide 
ground floor artist/retail and upper floor mixed 
income housing units over parking decks if the 
development conforms to the bonus provision 
requirements outlined in Tacoma’s Title 13 
Development Regulations.  
 
Municipal Services Center – could potentially 
develop ground floor parking with retail 
frontage on MLK Jr Way and upper floor mixed 
income housing. 
 
Save-A-Lot – could be repackaged to retain the 
existing Save-A-Lot building for retail use and 
redevelop the surrounding parking lots to 
potentially provide artist live/work on J Street, 
retail frontage with upper floor office on MLK Jr 
Way and upper floor office and mixed income 
housing over parking decks. 
 
Safeway – could be repackaged to retain the 
existing Safeway store and redevelop the 
surface parking lots behind the building and 
fronting on South 12th Street to potentially 
provide artist live/work units fronting on South 
Sheridan Avenue, and live/work units fronting 
on Earnest S Brazill/South 12th Street. 
 
Economic considerations may assume the 
property developer can qualify for and sell 
historic tax credits from the Browne’s Star Grill 
and Pochert Building restorations to other 
parties developing property in the MLK subarea. 
 
The combined catalytic projects will potentially 
retain significant historic buildings with street 
front potential, develop additional street front 

retail and upper floor offices, house a 
community educational facility, and generate at 
least 465 or more dwelling units for urban 
households within the business district core. 
 
4.14.3: Mitigation measures 
 
Both alternatives 
 
Both alternatives provide the following 
measures to mitigate the impact of more 
intensive development under the mixed use 
zoning designations: 
 
MLK designated pedestrian streets  
Pedestrian streets are considered to be key 
streets in the development and utilization of 
Tacoma’s mixed use center districts due to 
pedestrian use, traffic volumes, transit 
connections, and/or visibility. The streets are 
designated for use with certain provisions in the 
mixed use zoning regulations, including use 
restrictions and design requirements, such as 
increased transparency, weather protection, and 
street furniture standards.  
 
In some centers, these “pedestrian streets” 
and/or portions thereof are further designated 
as “core pedestrian streets” for use with certain 
additional provisions. The “core pedestrian 
streets” are a subset of the “pedestrian streets”, 
and thus, those provisions that apply to 
designated “pedestrian streets” also apply to the 
designated “core pedestrian streets”. 
 
In centers where multiple streets are 
designated, one street is designated the 
“primary pedestrian street”. The designation is 
used when applying certain provisions, such as 
the maximum setback requirements for projects 
that abut more than one pedestrian street. 
 
 Pedestrian Streets – MLK Jr Way (Primary 

Pedestrian Street), South 11th Street, South 
Earnest S Brazill Street, and 6th Avenue  

 Core Pedestrian Streets – MLK Jr Way (from 
South 9th to South 15th Street), South 11th 
Street, and South Earnest S Brazill Street 

 
X(Mixed-Use)-District design regulations 
The mixed use district design standards, which 
apply to the entire MLK subarea, were conceived 
to ensure new project developments provide 
buildings which are appropriate for pedestrian 
streetscapes – principally by breaking up the 
building mass, introducing windows and other 
openings along the sidewalk, using textured 
materials, and other people-friendly and 
contextually interesting features. 
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Tacoma’s Development Regulations Chapter 
13.06.501 X-Districts Design Regulations applies 
to all new construction and additions and 
alterations to existing buildings depending of 
the value of work being done within a 2-year 
period. If the value of work to an existing 
building within a 2-year period is:  
 
 less than 50% of the value of the building 

– the project simply must not lead to further 
nonconformance with the standards; 

 between 50% and 200% of the value of the 
building - all standards that do not require 
repositioning the building have to be met;  

 greater than 200% of the value of the 
building - all standards have to be met. 

 
The mixed use district design standards specify 
guidelines for mass reduction, rooflines, 

windows and openings, façade surfaces, 
pedestrians, fencing and retaining wall, and 
utilities, single, 2, and 3-family dwellings, and 
townhouses.  
 
The X (mixed use) district design standards are 
interpreted administratively by the Tacoma 
Community and Economic Development 
Department. 
 
(The X district design standards most affecting 
mixed use structures within the neighborhood 
and commercial mixed use districts are 
provided in the tables below – and do not 
include fencing, retaining wall, and utilities, 
single, 2, and 3-family dwellings, and 
townhouses.) 

 
 
X(Mixed-use) district standards  
H. Mass reduction standards 
 
1. Façade Articulation: The following design choices are intended to help reduce the apparent mass 
of structures and achieve a more human scale environment by providing physical breaks in the 
building volume that reduce large, flat, geometrical planes on any given building elevation. 
a. All building facades fronting 
directly on a Designated 
Pedestrian Street must include 
at least 2 of the following 
articulation features at intervals 
no greater than 40 feet to 
reinforce the desired pattern of 
small storefronts adjacent to 
the sidewalk. Buildings that 
have 60 feet or less of frontage 
on the designated pedestrian 
street are exempt from this 
standard. 

(1) Use of window and/or entries that reinforce the pattern of 
small storefront spaces. 

(2) Use of vertical piers to reinforce the pattern of small 
storefront spaces. Such piers must project at least 2 inches from 
the façade and extend from the ground floor to the roofline. 

(3) Use of weather protection features that reinforce the pattern 
of small storefronts. For example, for a business that occupies 
three lots, use three separate awnings to break down the scale of 
the storefronts. Alternating colors of the awnings may be useful as 
well. 

(4) Roofline modulation as defined in Section 13.06.501.I 
(5) Change in building material or siding style. 

 
b. All non-residential facades 
fronting on a non-Pedestrian 
Designated Street or 
containing a pedestrian 
entrance must include at least 
three of the following 
articulation features at intervals 
no greater than 60 feet. 
Buildings that have 120 feet or 
less of frontage on the non-
designated street are exempt 
from this standard. Buildings 
that employ brick as the siding 
material on a majority of the 
subject façade are required to 
only provide two of the 
articulation features instead of 
three. 

(1) Use of window configurations and/or entries that reinforce 
the pattern of storefront spaces. 

(2) Vertical building modulation. The minimum depth and width 
of modulation shall be 2 and 4 feet, respectively, if tied to a 
change in building material/siding style and/or roofline 
modulation as defined in Section 13.06.501.I. Otherwise, the 
minimum depth and width of modulation shall be 10 and 15 feet, 
respectively. 

(3) Use of separate weather protection features that reinforce the 
pattern of storefront spaces. 

(4) Roofline modulation as defined in Section 13.06.501.I 
(5) Horizontal modulation (upper level step-backs). To qualify 

for this measure, the minimum horizontal modulation shall be 5 
feet and the treatment must be used in increments at no greater 
than the articulation interval or provided along more than 75 feet 
of the facade. 

(6) Change in building material or siding style. 
(7) Use of vertical piers. Such piers must project at least 2 inches 

from the façade and extend from the ground floor to the roofline. 
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(8) Providing a trellis, tree, or other landscape feature within 
each interval. Such feature must be at least one-half the height of 
the building (at planting time for any landscaping element). 

c. All residential buildings and 
residential portions of mixed-
use buildings shall include at 
least three of the following 
articulation features at intervals 
of no more than 30 feet along 
all facades facing a street, 
common open space, or 
common parking areas. 
Buildings that have 60 feet or 
less of frontage on the street or 
façade width facing the 
common open space or 
common parking area are 
exempt from this standard. 
Buildings that employ brick as 
the siding material on a 
majority of the subject façade 
are required to only provide 
two of the articulation features 
instead of three. 

(1) Repeating distinctive window patterns at intervals less than 
the required interval. 

(2) Vertical building modulation. Minimum depth and width of 
modulation is 2 feet and 4 feet, respectively, if tied to a change in 
building material/siding style and/or roofline modulation as 
defined in Section 13.06.501.I Otherwise, minimum depth and 
width of modulation is 10 and 15 feet, respectively. Balconies may 
not be used to meet modulation option unless they are recessed or 
projected from the facade at least 18 inches. 

(3) Horizontal modulation (upper level step-backs). To qualify 
for this measure, the minimum horizontal modulation shall be 5 
feet and the treatment must be used in increments at no greater 
than the articulation interval or provided along more than 75 
percent of the façade 

(4) Roofline modulation as defined in Section 13.06.501.I 
(5) Vertical articulation of the façade. This refers to design 

treatments that provide a clear delineation of the building’s top, 
middle and bottom. 

(a) Top features may include a sloped roofline or strong 
cornice line as defined in Section 13.06.501.I. For facades utilizing 
upper level stepbacks, the “top” design treatment may be applied 
to the top of the front vertical plane of the building or the top of 
the building where it is set back from the building’s front vertical 
wall (provided the top of the building is visible from the centerline 
of the adjacent street). 

(b) Middle features: provide consistent articulation of middle 
floors with windows, balconies, exterior materials, modulation, and 
detailing 

(c) Bottom: provide a distinctive ground floor or lower floors 
design that contrasts with other floors through the use of both 
contrasting window design/configuration and contrasting exterior 
materials 

(d) Façade reduction elements including balconies and bay 
windows may project into street rights-of-way, where allowed by 
the Public Works Department, but not into alley rights-of-way 

 
2. Mass Reduction: Upper Floor Streetfront Stepbacks. The following standards are intended to 
reduce the appearance of bulk and reduce the potential for shade and shadow impacts on Pedestrian 
Streets. They apply to all development along designated pedestrian streets, unless specifically 
exempted. 
2. Mass Reduction: Upper 
Floor Streetfront Stepbacks. 
The following standards are 
intended to reduce the 
appearance of bulk and reduce 
the potential for shade and 
shadow impacts on pedestrian 
streets. They apply to all 
development along designated 
pedestrian streets, unless 
specifically exempted. 
 

a. 8’ minimum stepback along the streetfront façade for 4th 
floor and above in RCX Districts. 

b. 8’ minimum horizontal stepback along for 5th floor and above 
in X Districts other than RCX, where the ROW width is less than 
100’. 

c. 8’ minimum horizon stepback for 6th floor and above in X 
zones other than RCX, where the ROW width is 100’ or greater. 

d. Exceptions to b and c, above: Portions of buildings adjacent to 
street corners along designated pedestrian streets can depart from 
this standard to incorporate distinctive street corner design 
elements such as a turret. Such corner building features shall be no 
more than 25 feet in width along both streets and other portions of 
the building shall meet applicable stepback standards. 
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3. Mass Reduction: Maximum Façade Widths. The following standards are intended to incorporate a 
significant modulation of the exterior wall through all floors except the ground floor. They apply to 
the upper story facades of multi-story buildings that are greater than 120 feet in width. Such 
buildings shall include at least one of the following features to break up the massing of the building 
and add visual interest: 
3. Mass Reduction: Maximum 
Façade Widths. The following 
standards are intended to 
incorporate a significant 
modulation of the exterior wall 
through all floors except the 
ground floor. They apply to the 
upper story facades of multi-
story buildings that are greater 
than 120 feet in width. Such 
buildings shall include at least 
one of the following features to 
break up the massing of the 
building and add visual 
interest: 
 

a. Provide vertical building modulation at least 20 feet deep and 
30 feet wide. For multi-story buildings the modulation must extend 
through more than one-half of the building floors. 

b. Use of a contrasting vertical modulated design component 
that extends through all floors above the first floor fronting on the 
street (upper floors that are stepped back more than 10 feet from 
the façade are exempt) and featuring at least two of the following: 

(1) Utilizes a change in building materials that effectively 
contrast from the rest of the façade. 

(2) Component is modulated vertically from the rest of the 
façade by an average of 6 inches. 

(3) Component is designed to provide roofline modulation per 
13.06.501.I, below. 

c. Façade employs building walls with contrasting articulation 
that make it appear like two distinct buildings. To qualify for this 
option, these contrasting facades must employ the following: 

(1) Different building materials and/or configuration of 
building materials. 

(2) Contrasting window design (sizes or configurations). 
Examples of facades wider than 120 feet that effectively use 
techniques to reduce the apparent bulk and scale of the structure.  

 
I. X-District Roofline Standards.  
The following requirements apply to all development located in any X-District, unless specifically 
exempted. They are intended to ensure that roofline is addressed as an integral part of building 
design to discourage flat, unadorned rooflines that can result in an industrial appearing, monotonous 
skyline. Roofline features are also intended to further reduce apparent building volume and further 
enhance features associated with human scale development. 
1. Roofline modulation. 
Roofline modulation is not 
required of all buildings. 
However, in order to qualify as 
a façade articulation element in 
other mass reduction standards 
herein, the roofline shall meet 
the following modulation 
requirements along façades 
facing a street: 

a. For flat roofs or facades with horizontal eave, fascia, or 
parapet, the minimum vertical dimension of roofline modulation is 
the greater of 2 feet or 0.1 multiplied by the wall height (finish 
grade to top of the wall) when combined with vertical building 
modulation techniques. Otherwise, the minimum vertical 
dimension of roofline modulation is the greater of 4 feet or 0.2 
multiplied by the wall height. 

b. Buildings with pitched roofs must include a minimum slope of 
5:12 and feature modulated roofline components (such as gabled, 
hipped, shed, or other similar roof forms) at the interval required 
per the applicable standard in Section H, above. Rounded, gambrel, 
and/or mansard forms may be averaged. 

2. Flat roof standards. Buildings 
or portions thereof featuring 
flat roofs (horizontal roofs with 
either no slope or only a slope 
sufficient to effect drainage, 
often which incorporate 
surrounding parapets) that do 
not incorporate roofline 
modulation, as described 
above, shall employ decorative 
roofline treatments 
incorporating one or more of 
the following design elements 
along façades facing a street: 

a. A cornice of two parts with the top projecting at least 6 inches 
from the face of the building and at least 2 inches further from the 
face of the building than the bottom part of the cornice. See 
graphic at right. The height of the cornice shall be at least 12-
inches high for buildings 10 feet or less in height; 18-inches for 
buildings greater than 10 feet and less than 30 feet in height; and 

24-inches for buildings 30 feet and greater in height. The cornice 
must extend along at least 75 percent of the façade. 

b. A one-piece cornice element that projects at least 18 inches 
from the façade for buildings four stories or less or at least 2 feet 
from the façade for buildings taller than 4 stories. The cornice line 
must extend along at least 75 percent of the façade. 

c. Use of balcony/deck railings that function as a visual roofline 
element. Such railings must be at least 2 feet in height and extend 
along at least 75 percent of the facade and shall be visible from the 
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adjacent street centerline. 
d. Use of contrasting building materials on the top floor or top 

two floors for buildings five stories or taller, for at least 75 percent 
of the facade. 

3. Roofline elements shall not project over property lines, except where permitted on property lines 
abutting public right-of-way. 
4. Canopy Exemption. Fueling station canopies, drive through canopies, or similar canopies are 
exempt from roofline requirements 

 
J. X-District Windows and Openings: Façade Transparency and Solar Access.  
The following requirements apply all development in any X District, unless specifically exempted. 
These requirements are intended to increase public visibility for public safety, to provide visual 
interest to pedestrians that helps encourage pedestrian mobility, to provide for natural lighting to 
buildings interiors to conserve energy, and to provide architectural detailing and variety to building 
elevations on each story. 
1. Street level transparency 
standards for non-residential 
uses: 

a. Facades facing a designated Core Pedestrian Street shall have 
transparent windows or openings for at least 60 percent of the 
ground level wall area. 

b. Facades facing a designated Pedestrian Street shall have 
transparent windows or openings for at least 50 percent of the 
ground level wall area. 

c. Facades facing a non-pedestrian street, internal courtyard, 
plaza or containing customer entrances and facing customer 
parking lots of 20 stalls or greater shall have transparent windows 
or openings for at least 40 percent of the ground level wall area. 

d. Flexibility for sloping properties. The window and opening 
requirements shall be reduced to 30 percent of the ground level 
wall area for building elevations where the finished grade level 
adjacent to the building is four feet above or below the level of the 
sidewalk. The requirement shall be further reduced to 20 percent 
of the ground level wall area in instances where the application of 
this standard is not possible due to steep grades running parallel 
to the elevation and crossing the floor plates of the building. 

e. Flexibility for industrial uses. The window and opening 
requirements shall be reduced to 30 percent of the ground level 
wall area for the facades of industrial uses located along 
designated Pedestrian Streets and reduced to 20 percent of the 
ground level wall area for the facades of industrial uses facing a 
non-pedestrian street, internal courtyard, plaza or containing 
customer entrances and facing customer parking lots of 20 stalls 
or greater. 

f. Flexibility for structured parking. For structured parking or 
portions of a building containing structured parking that is located 
at the ground level and subject to these requirements, the window 
and opening requirement for that portion of the ground-level wall 
area shall be reduced to 30 percent along façades facing 
designated Pedestrian Streets and 20 percent along façades facing 
a non-pedestrian street, internal courtyard, plaza or containing 
customer entrances and facing customer parking lots of 20 stalls 
or greater. Additionally, alternatives such as decorative grilles, art 
work, display windows, or similar features can be substituted for 
the transparency required in that portion of the ground-level 
façade. 

g. Required view. Required windows or openings must provide 
either views into building work areas, sales areas or lobbies. Art or 
display windows may substitute for transparent elements for up to 
25% of the requirement on facades facing designated Pedestrian 
Streets and up to 50% on all other applicable facades. Art and 
display windows shall be at least 2 feet deep, recessed and 
integrated into the façade of the building (tack on display cases do 
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not qualify). 
h. The “ground level wall area” is defined as the area between 2 

feet and 8 feet above the adjacent finished grade. 
i. This standard shall apply on a maximum of 2 such building 

elevations, and shall apply in the order provided above. As an 
example, for a building that faces: a Core Pedestrian Street, a non-
pedestrian street, and a qualifying parking lot, the requirements 
would apply to the façade facing the Core Pedestrian and either the 
façade facing the non-designated street or the façade facing the 
parking lot. 

j. Rough openings are used to calculate this requirement. 
2. Upper level transparency 
standards for non-residential 
uses: 

a. Exterior walls facing streets or containing a customer entrance 
and facing customer parking lots of 20 stalls or greater shall use a 
combination of transparent windows or openings and architectural 
relief that provide visual demarcation of each floor. 

b. Upper level windows shall be a different type than the ground 
level windows on the same elevation. 

c. For purposes of this requirement, a window type is either a 
grouping of windows, a window size, or a window shape. 

3. Residential buildings and residential portions of mixed-use buildings shall incorporate transparent 
windows and doors equal to at least 15% of all vertical façade surfaces facing the street and equal to 
at least 10% of all vertical surfaces facing alleys, courtyards, plazas and surface parking lots. 
4. Solar access for residential 
units. 

a. Buildings or portions thereof containing dwelling units whose 
solar access is only from the side or rear of the building (facing 
towards the side or rear property line) shall be set back from the 
applicable side or rear property lines at least 15 feet. This standard 
shall not apply in cases where the rear or side property line abuts 
an alley. Examples are provided below. 

5. Window/Trim Detailing. Building facades shall employ techniques to recess or project individual 
windows or groupings of windows above the ground floor at least two inches from the surrounding 
facade or incorporate window trim at least four inches wide surrounding the windows. Windows on 
façades that face the rear property line or alleys are exempt from this standard. 

 
K. X-District Façade Surface Standards.  
The following requirements apply to all development in any X-Districts, unless specifically exempted. 
These requirements are intended to help reduce the apparent mass of structures and achieve a more 
human scale environment by providing visual breaks at more frequent intervals to the building 
volume that reduce large, flat, geometrical planes on any given building elevation, especially at the 
first story. The choices are also intended to encourage variety in the selection of facade materials 
and/or treatment and to encourage more active consideration of the surrounding setting. 
1. Blank walls limitation a. Blank wall definition: A ground floor wall or portion of a ground 

floor wall that is over 4 feet in height and has a horizontal length 
greater than 15 feet without a transparent window or door 

b. Blank walls facing a street, internal pathway, or customer parking 
lot of 20 stalls or greater must be treated in one or more of the 
following ways: 

(1) Transparent windows or doors. 
(2) Display windows at least 2 feet in depth and integrated into 

the façade (tack-on display cases do not qualify). 
(3) Landscape planting bed at least 5 feet wide or a raised planter 

bed at least 2 feet high and 3 feet wide in front of the wall. Such 
planting areas shall include planting materials that are sufficient to 
obscure or screen at least 60 percent of the wall’s surface within 3 
years. 

(4) Installing a vertical trellis in front of the wall with climbing 
vines or plant materials sufficient to obscure or screen at least 60 
percent of the wall’s surface within 3 years. For large areas, trellises 
should be used in conjunction with other blank wall treatments. 

2. Building face orientation a. The building elevation(s) facing street public rights-of-way shall 
be a front, side, or corner side and shall not contain elements 
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commonly associated with a rear elevation appearance, such as 
loading docks, utility meters, and/or dumpsters. 

b. For buildings that have more than 2 qualifying elevations, this 
requirement shall only be applied to two of them. 

3. Building Details Storefront details for designated Core Pedestrian Streets. All buildings 
fronting on designated Core Pedestrian Streets shall be enhanced with 
appropriate details. All new buildings shall employ at least one detail 
element from each of the three categories below. To qualify as an 
element, features must be used continuously along the façade or at 
30-foot intervals. 

a. Window and/or entry treatment: 
(1) Display windows divided into a grid of multiple panes. 
(2) Transom windows. 
(3) Roll-up windows/doors. 
(4) Recessed entry. 
(5) Decorative door. 
(6) Arcade. 
(7) Landscaped trellises or other permanent decorative elements 

that incorporate landscaping near the building entry. 
b. Decorative facade attachments: 

(1) Decorative weather protection element(s) such as a steel 
canopy or glass, fixed-fabric, or retractable awning. 

(2) Decorative building-mounted light fixtures 
c. Decorative building materials and other facade elements: 

(1) Use of brick, stonework, and architectural pre-cast concrete for 
at least 10 percent of siding material on the façade. 

(2) Incorporating a decorative mix of building materials. 
(3) Decorative kick-plate, pier, or belt course. 

 
L. X-District Pedestrian Standards.  
The following requirements apply to all development in any X-District, except where noted or 
specifically exempted. These requirements are intended to enhance pedestrian mobility and safety in 
commercial areas by providing increased circulation, decreasing walking distances required to enter 
large developments, and providing walkways partially shielded from rain and/or snow. 
1. Customer entrances a. Additional entrances. An additional direct customer 

entrance(s) shall be provided to the same building elevation which 
contains the primary customer entrance so that customer 
entrances are no further than 250 feet apart when such elevations 
face the public street or customer parking lot. If a corner entrance 
is used, this requirement applies to only 1 elevation. 

b. Designated streets. Non-residential or mixed-use buildings on 
designated pedestrian streets noted in Section 13.06.200.E or 
Section 13.06.300.C shall provide at least 1 direct customer 
entrance, which may be a corner entrance, within 20 feet, facing, 
and visible to the designated street. For such buildings over 
30,000 square feet of floor area, the maximum distance is 
increased to 60 feet. 

2. Street level weather 
protection 

a. Weather protection shall be provided above a minimum of 50 
percent of the length of hard surfaced, public or private walkways 
and/or plazas along façades containing customer and/or public 
building entries or facing public street frontage. Façades or 
portions of façades where planting strips of more than 5 feet in 
width separate the walkway from the building wall are exempt 
from these standards. 

b. Mixed-Use Center District designated pedestrian streets. 
Weather protection shall be provided above a minimum of 80 
percent of the length of hard surfaced, public or private walkways 
and/or plazas along façades containing customer and/or public 
building entries or facing public street frontage. 

c. Weather protection may be composed of awnings, canopies, 
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arcades, overhangs, marquees, or similar architectural features. It 
is required to cover only hard surfaced areas intended for 
pedestrian use and not areas such as landscaping. 

d. Weather protection must cover at least 5 feet of the width of 
the public or private sidewalk and/or walkway, but may be 
indented as necessary to accommodate street trees, street lights, 
bay windows, or similar accessories to not less than 3 feet in 
width. 

e. Weather protection is required for all multi-family building 
entries. For private entries, required weather protection must be at 
least 3 feet deep along the width of the entry. For common 
building entries, the required weather protection shall be 5 feet. 

Source: Tacoma Development Regulations (TMC Chapter 13.06) 
 
 
 
 
Open Space Habitat and Recreation Plan 
(OSHRP)   
OSHRP is an element of the Tacoma 
Comprehensive Plan that will create an 
integrated system of habitat and recreation 
lands and facilities in Tacoma that defines and 
enhances the built and natural environment, 
supports and nurtures plant and wildlife 
habitat, offers a well-balanced range of 
recreation opportunities and enriches the lives 
of Tacoma’s current and future citizens.  
 
OS-LF-8 Historic, Cultural, and Art Resources  
Pursue incorporation, preservation and, if 
appropriate, display of historic, cultural and art 
resources within open spaces. Adopt formalized 
policies, procedures and criteria for accepting, 
siting, and designing public art, interpretive 
displays, historical monuments, 
commemorative displays, or other cultural or 
artistic installations within publicly-owned open 
space and parks. The presence of historic 
and/or cultural features supports the 
conservation of an area as open space.  
OS-LF-11 Way-Finding System  
Provide consistent and easily understood “way-
finding” features using common architectural 
elements, maps, and signage to connect trails, 
recreation facilities, and habitat corridors with 
public access. Where appropriate, develop 
interpretive displays reflecting the historic, 
cultural and ecological features of the site.  
OS-LF-13 Scenic Views – Public Benefit 
Preserve and enhance existing public scenic 
views, vistas and landscape panoramas. A public 
survey, or other suitable public involvement 
techniques such as comprehensive, shoreline, or 
neighborhood planning, should be used to 
identify and nominate additional public natural 
and/or scenic views. Seek mechanisms to 
protect significant public views when planning 
and reviewing public and private development 
proposals. New planting on public property 

should consider potential impact on public 
views and seek a balance between view and 
habitat restoration objectives.  

 
Alternative 2: MLK Subarea Plan 
 
Alternative 2: MLK Subarea Plan will apply the 
measures outlined under both alternatives as 
well as the following action items outlined in 
the MLK Subarea Plan: 
 
48: Ground floor retail requirements – 
designate Pedestrian Street mixed use ground 
floor retail requirements to reflect market 
capacity and desired concentrated retail 
corridor locations, with a focus on MLK Jr. Way 
and South 11th Street in the business district 
core. 
 
This task may seek to include artist live/work 
galleries and workshops as part of the street 
façade on designated Pedestrian Street 
alignments. 
 
49: Design standards – create and adopt a 
design overlay for the district that utilizes a 
hybrid “form-based” approach that illustrates 
building and street-level design objectives using 
examples to better address historic character, 
pedestrian vibrancy, compatibility and design 
quality issues within a flexible administrative 
procedure that recognizes innovation. 
 
This action will develop a design overlay zone 
of the mixed use districts in the MLK subarea 
employing form-based principles, examples, and 
processes that illustrate desired design 
solutions in a much simplified and more 
effective manner than the formulaic standards 
described in existing Tacoma development 
regulations documented herein. 
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50: View corridors and visual preservation – 
identify public view corridors, focused on the 
key east-west streets in the MLK subarea and 
create appropriate view protection measures to 
preserve and protect them. 
 
This action task will seek to enhance views from 
the public road rights-of-way and public 
properties, such as McCarver Elementary School 
and Park. Where feasible and desirable, this task 
may also seek to acquire and improve sites 
adjacent to roadways or public facilities, such 
as the water standpipe on South J Street, to 
capture significant vistas.  
 
In addition, this action task may seek to add 
bonus provisions to Title 13 where private 
developments provide public overlook or 
viewpoints as part of the project’s amenities. 
 
4.14.4: Unavoidable adverse impacts 
 
Both alternatives will redevelop lands within the 
MLK subarea for higher density development 
using design standards to improve local access 
streets, streetscapes, building features, and 
other pedestrian-friendly elements.  
 
Alternative 2: MLK Subarea Plan, however, will 
improve upon existing measures to provide a 
more predictable system of design examples 
and processes. 
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