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Planning
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Services District
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City of Tacoma, Washington
Application: 2020 Amendment

Peter Huffman, Director
A request by the West Slope Neighborhood Coalition to amend the existing View
Sensitive Overlay District code requirements. The proposed requirements would be
applied only to the Narrowmoor Additions area which is an approximately 349 lot
subdivision within the West Slope area of Tacoma. The proposal would decrease
allowed building height from 25 feet to 20 feet in the View Sensitive Overlay District
within that area only.
The applicant has requested an Area-Wide Rezone and staff is requesting this be
considered as a Regulatory Code Text Change as this action would not change the Land
Use Designation of the area, nor change the View Sensitive Overlay District, rather the
applicant is seeking refinement of the existing View Sensitive Overlay District height
restriction, which would be a code amendment to Tacoma Municipal Code Title 13.

Project Summary
Application No.:

2020-02

Applicant:

Mark Lewington on behalf of the West Slope Neighborhood Coalition (WSNC)

Location and Size of Area:

Area approximately within the following boundaries –
 South Jackson Avenue
 6th Avenue (there are a few lots north of 6th Ave)
 South Mountain View Avenue
 19th St West
An approximately 349 lot area comprised of Narrowmoor Additions 1-4
(Approximately 170 acres)

Current Land Use and Zoning:

Land Use Designation: Single Family Residential
Zoning: R-1 Single Family Dwelling & View Sensitive Overlay District

Neighborhood Council Area:

West End

Staff Recommendation:

Staff is seeking more guidance on scope of the request from the
Planning Commission

Date of Report:

5/29/19

Project Proposal:

To amend the existing View Sensitive Overlay District requirements, which
would be applied only to the Narrowmoor Additions area (West Slope). The
proposal would decrease allowed building height from 25 feet to 20 feet in
the View Sensitive Overlay District within that area only.

Planning and Development Services
City of Tacoma, Washington

Project Manager
Contact information

Peter Huffman, Director

Website

Section A. Proposed Scope of Work
1. Area of Applicability
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2. Background
The “Narrowmoor Neighborhood” is comprised of four plats that were initially established in 1941, with a majority of
lots developed by the mid-1960s. The View Sensitive Overlay District was created in the late 1980s with the intention
of view preservation by restricting building height at 25 feet.
This request has a substantial background regarding attempts to on an area wide basis preserve views and the
character of the subject area. The City of Tacoma examined the area as a potential historic district in 2009. The West
Slope Neighborhood Coalition making application to create a conservation district in 2015. Both efforts were
ultimately unsuccessful when the City Council opted to decline the request. Also a general consideration was made in
2017 relating to the View Sensitive Overlay District when the City of Tacoma considered possible amendment of the
View Sensitive Overlay District requirements in Old Town pertaining specifically to commercially zoned properties.
Staff sees that possibly a compelling case can be made that this request is repetitive of policy consideration by the
Planning Commission and City Council in the recent past. Staff also sees that this request could possibly be considered
as a new and distinct request. Staff is seeking policy guidance from the Planning Commission on how to treat this
application.


In 2015 there was a request to create a conservation district for the West Slope area that was denied by the City
Council.



In 2017 the City of Tacoma explored a code amendment relating to the View Sensitive Overlay District pertaining
specifically to commercial properties in Old Town. The City Council choose to table that discussion at the time and
requested that a general review of the View Sensitive Overlay District be considered during a future work plan.

3. Policy Framework
How does the proposed amendment seek to implement applicable provisions of State statutes, case law, regional
policies, and the Comprehensive Plan?
The proposal would comply with many elements of the comprehensive plan and the applicant cites those well in the
application, however, staff will point out that adequately measuring the impact that implementation of this proposal
would have at this time, given the information available staff finds this speculative. Existing code is in place in the area
that restricts building height above 25 feet, R-1 single family zoning is also in place in the area which limits lot size and
overall density. Also staff will note that this area has no special historic designation.
In order to establish that the proposed further restriction of height ultimately benefits the area outweigh any possible
drawbacks, more information would be needed. The applicant has stated that consultant/surveyor work has been
done on this and staff will seek to acquire, review and incorporate those materials into the backup if the Planning
Commission chooses to move forward with this request.
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The applicant has cited the following policies in support of this application:
Policy UF-13.4 New Development Should be oriented to take advantage of the view of Commencement Bay and the
Tacoma Narrows and to preserve significant public views.
Goal DD-1: Design new development to respond to and enhance the distinctive physical, historic, aesthetic and
cultural qualities of its location, while accommodating growth and change.
Policy DD-1.6 Encourage the development of aesthetically sensitive and character-giving design features that are
responsive to place and the cultures of communities.
Policy DD-1.7: Encourage residential infill development that completes the general scale, character, and natural
landscapes features.
Policy DD-4.3: Encourage residential infill development that complements the general scale, character, and natural
landscape features of neighborhoods. Consider building forms, scale, street frontage relationships, setbacks, open
space patterns, and landscaping. Allow a range of architectural styles and expression, and respect existing
entitlements.
Policy DD-4.7: Emphasize the natural physical qualities of the neighborhood (for example, trees, marine view, and
natural features) and the site in locating and developing residential areas, provided such development can be built
without adversely impacting the natural areas. Where possible, development should be configured to utilize existing
natural features as an amenity to development.
Goal DD-6: Protect and preserve designated significant scenic resources, including public views and scenic sites.
Policy DD-6.2: Notes scenic views recognized as publicly beneficial to Tacoma; includes views from Narrows Drive of
The Narrows, bridges and Gig Harbor.
Policy DD-6.3: Encourage new public and private development to creating new public views of Mount Rainer,
Commencement Bay, and Tacoma Narrows, bridges, gulches, the Downtown Skyline and other landmark features.
Policy DD-6.4: Consider the impacts of new landscape plantings on designated public views and scenic resources and
provide allowances for the pruning of trees and shrubs to maintain or enhance designated public views.

4. Objectives
Would the proposed amendment achieve any of the following objectives?


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



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;



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



Enhance the quality of the neighborhood.
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The applicant states that all four objectives are met here, however, staff is neutral on how this proposal would address
inconsistencies in the Comprehensive plan. An argument supporting that view might be possible, but staff feels that
has not been proven with the materials provided in the application. Staff perspective is that more information would
be necessary to make a compelling argument regarding the benefits of a 20-foot vs. 25-foot VSD height restriction.
Staff will point out that existing code has been in place since the late 1980s and despite some common complaints and
concerns it has generally worked regarding the restriction of building height in the view sensitive areas of the City of
Tacoma.
Regarding changing circumstances in the area, staff concurs that development in the West Slope has changed since
many of these homes were constructed, and the proposal has potential to help address some of the negative
consequence of new development in the area. Relating to the enhancement of compatibility and quality of the
neighborhood ideally the proposal could help preserve the existing quality of the neighborhood. The applicant also
states that new DADU regulation may cause undue impact to views in the area and staff has no position on this
statement at this time, it is possible that DADU/ADU construction may or may not have significant impact to views in
this area.

5. Options Analysis
While certainly there are many options to consider, staff sees the following options as the primary pathways forward
on this request.


Tacoma Municipal Code Title 13 could be amended to simply describe the Narrowmoor Additions boundary
and within that area the 20-foot height limit could be imposed and this item could be handled strictly as a
code amendment.



The Commission could direct staff to consider the request in a future work program addressing the issue on a
city wide basis and then this request could be incorporated into a more thorough broad based effort.



Reject the application as it is repetitive of two previous efforts to address this concern, which have been
considered and rejected.

6. Proposed Outreach
While the applicant has indicated that somewhat extensive outreach has been conducted within the area, some or
most of those activities were conducted possibly as far back as 2014. The input of all of the property owners within
the subject area is vital and a series of neighborhood meetings, multiple mailings, possibly surveys, could likely be
necessary. While it is unlikely there would be negative impacts to surrounding community as a result of this proposal
it may be prudent to seek the input of the surrounding area.
At minimum it is likely that several neighborhood meetings would be required to ensure that the area is fully aware of
and supportive of the proposal, which would include mailings and the creation of a project specific webpage.

7. Impacts Assessment
The applicant sites studies in the application packet and those would need to be submitted, also further analysis of the
impact to adjacent properties would need to be considered. More information regarding view corridor analysis, and
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further explanation as to how the 20 foot figure was arrived at. Will this be adequate to address the needs expressed.
Are there further refinements required such as a further limiting of height of accessory structures?
This could also be a precedence setting proposal that could encourage other areas to seek similar measures in future
years. This could have general workload impacts and could also lead to inconsistency in the code.

8. Supplemental Information
The applicant sites previous work done by consultants and/or surveyors in the application packet and those reports
would need to be submitted, it is possible that expert analysis would need to be done to confirm some of the
statements in the application packet, for example the cited average height of structures in the area.

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: The amendment is legislative and properly subject to Planning Commission review.
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: In 2015 there was a request to create a conservation district for the West Slope area, while
this request is different in scope staff could see a compelling argument that the primary intent is the same. In
2017 the Planning Commission and City Council considered amending the View Sensitive Overlay District code
on a citywide basis and opted to table the idea due to a scope that was too far ranging.
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: If this action is restricted to the Narrowmoor Additions area (approximately 330 parcels)
exclusively this request could potentially fit into the 2020 work plan for the Planning Commission and the Long
Range Planning group. This proposal would also potentially be more manageable with engagement of a
consultant to assist independent technical evaluation necessary. At minimum in the range of $35,000.00 to
$50,000.00 to engage expert architectural advisement for expert advice and support during the Planning
Commission, neighborhood meeting and City Council phases of the project.
If however the policy direction is to consider evaluating the View Sensitive Districts at the citywide level this would
be of a sufficient scope that it will be beyond the 2020 resources of the Long Range Planning Group and would
likely trigger the need for engagement of significant consulting services which are also beyond the funds available
for such activities in 2020.
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The following sections to be completed after public hearing:

Section C. Summary of Public Comments
Issue

Staff Response

Section C. 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, staff concludes that they are ready/not ready for
technical analysis. Staff recommends/does not recommend that the Planning Commission accept the application, as
submitted, for consideration during the XXXX Amendment cycle.
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Staff Note: Per applicant's request, this revised packet
replaces the original application of April 1, 2019.

