BUILDING BETTER COMMUNITIES

Housing Opportunities and the Quality of Life Project
Washington state grew by 1 million people in the 1990s. How will we provide the next million with reasonably priced housing, in livable communities, near jobs, and with needed services and facilities?

Washington’s housing opportunities. A house is a home when it shelters the body and comforts the soul, so the saying goes. Providing shelter and comfort for a million new Washington residents over the next decade will require extraordinary forethought. 

But this challenge is also an opportunity — a chance to reshape the way we live, work, and play, and to improve the quality of life for all of Washington.

Who needs new housing? Sure, new residents moving into the state are looking for housing. But so are our kids and grandkids. Empty-nesters may be looking for a smaller place, and growing families need more room. Who’s looking for housing? Who isn’t? 

Paying the price for too little housing. In Washington’s most populous regions, during the 1990s communities sprang up where land was available – not necessarily where there were jobs, schools, police and fire protection, parks, or any of the other things a neighborhood needs. As demand for homes went up, so did average home prices. In some places, prices climbed well out of the reach of middle-income families.

Sticker shock isn’t the only price to pay when there aren’t enough homes to go around. When people buy homes far away from their workplace, they pay with longer commutes and traffic jams. And those traffic tie-ups and clogged city streets cost everyone time and money. 

Improving housing choice and availability is a wise investment. Meeting a community’s demand for homes can increase the tax base, and reduce freeway traffic. Creating homes also creates jobs by making Washington a more attractive place to locate a business.

Providing homes near jobs invigorates communities, because people who live, work, and play in the same community are more likely to invest in their local schools, parks, and public services. They are also more likely to participate in school, government, and neighborhood activities. Bottom line? Growing housing choices improves everyone’s quality of life. 

Washington’s Housing Demand Solution. The Growth Management Act (GMA) emerged in 1990 as a response to our state’s remarkable population increase of the 1980s. The GMA requires counties and cities to devise strategies for managing the demands of population growth. That includes how to provide safe, affordable, and diverse housing choices for Washington residents. 

Putting together a blueprint for improving housing opportunities begins by estimating what housing needs confront the community now and in the future. Will the population grow or decline? Will the community need more homes for retired people or young families? 

The next step is to see if your community has the resources needed to meet housing needs:

(Land is basic to building new housing. But a number of factors may limit its availability: regulations that protect natural areas; set-asides for land uses other than housing; and lack of water and sewer in land that is available. Communities should plan for enough land capacity to meet their housing needs. 

(Infrastructure includes roads and all of the pipes and wiring needed to deliver basic services like sewer, water, and electricity to homes. Communities should ensure they have roads and other infrastructure in place to support new homes for their residents.

(Regulations can help direct and maintain the quality of development — or strangle it altogether. Communities should ensure that their regulations are encouraging housing diversity and new-home opportunities.

(Permitting processes should be examined to eliminate redundancies and ensure that cities and counties review and process permit applications in a timely manner. 

Developing the Big Picture. Next communities should construct a plan that shows how and where new housing will be produced and identify the resources necessary to produce housing. The plan also should identify linkages between housing and local and state programs and taxes. It should consider the relationships to community areas and environmental protections, and it should complement other community, business, and environmental plans.

Finally, like any good business plan, a community’s housing plan should include clear ways to measure performance and meet local goals. That means a clear community statement of desired outcomes and reasonable measurements. 
It’s important to involve everyone in plans that will shape the future of a community. Involving realtors, builders, housing associations, economic experts, local business people, and other groups will produce a plan that considers the concerns and needs of everyone, and creates vibrant communities for living and working.



Washington Association of Realtors Recommended Housing Goals and Policies





Include new housing in livable areas along with existing housing, businesses, mixed uses, natural amenities, public facilities and transportation linkages. 





Locate housing in designated areas or where mixed uses are defined.





Use designated funding sources for constructing new or replacing existing sub-standard infrastructure. 





Buildable land capacity should accommodate projected population, employment and housing targets. 





Urban, neighborhood and business centers should be livable and integral parts of the community.





Review and process applications for development permits in a timely manner.





Create a housing task force to establish housing plans and benchmarks, and recommend implementing measures and regulatory changes needed to ensure housing units will be available to accommodate growth, and to meet market, forecast, and changing neighborhood needs. 
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