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Redeveloping Central Issaquah
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Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities
Technical Assistance

Prepared for the City of Issaquah based on Technical Assistance provided by
Forterra on March 7th, 2013, funded by the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency’s Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities Program



INTRODUCTION

The City of Issaquah received technical assistance from Forterra as part of the Environmental
Protection Agency’s Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities Program, to engage regional
developers around redevelopment of its commercial core. To accomplish this, Forterra brought
together key regional developers and City staff and facilitated a focus group to explore the issues,
barriers, and opportunities around redeveloping Central Issaquah from a primarily suburban built
environment with parking lots accounting for more than 75% of its developable area, into a walkable,
urban core. Focus group information and discussion outcomes are presented below, and all focus
group comments are included as originally recorded.

Participants in the focus group included Forterra staff as facilitators, City of Issaquah staff, and
regional developers.

Forterra: Jeff Aken, Nick Cilluffo, Chris Hoffer (US Department of Housing and Urban Development)

City of Issaquah: Trish Heinonen, David Fujimoto, Dave Favour, Lucy Sloman, Keith Niven, Andrea
Lehner, Christen Leeson, Brad Liljequist

Developers: Ron Sher (Metrovation), Dan Foster (Orion Commercial Partners), AP Hurd (Touchstone),
Hal Ferris (Spectrum Development Solutions), Gary Young (Polygon Northwest), Irma Dore (Axis
Planning & Development)

FOCUS GROUP SUMMARY

The Eastside Developers Focus Group was held
on March 7, 2013 at Issaquah City Hall. In
addition to regional real estate professionals
with experience in commercial and residential
development, participants included City staff
from Development Services, Office of
Sustainability, and Economic Development.
Following an introduction and overview of the
Central Issaquah Plan (the redevelopment plan
for the City’s commercial core) and the
implementing Development and Design
Standards, staff from Forterra facilitated
dialogue around several key issues: community
and open spaces; financing; housing; and sustainability.

The overall focus of the discussion was on strategies for transitioning Issaquah from a suburban to
“small-scale urban” community. Overall, participants praised the city for their proactive and
collaborative approach, and saw promise for Central Issaquah based on its existing strengths and
community assets. Participants were also eager to share their support for the Central Issaquah Plan.
Key takeaways from the focus group include the need to: identify and focus growth in key
community locations; choose one thing and do it well; lead capital improvements with public
investment; and reward initial development with flexibility.



Community and Open Spaces

One of the fundamental elements in the recently adopted Central Issaquah Plan is a "Green
Necklace” of parks, tree-lined streets, and other shared spaces that balances the increased urban
character of redevelopment. Participants all agreed that these amenities were important but felt that
the costs to developers related to this, especially when combined with other impact fees, would
drive developers to build elsewhere. In exploring solutions, the focus group discussed the need to
identify, improve, and connect existing community assets like Tibbetts Valley Park, Lake
Sammamish State Park, the transit center, library and farmers’ market. This was seen as a way to
maximize limited resources by improving those destinations that, with a small amount of investment
or modest improvements, could become vibrant community spaces throughout Central Issaquah.

As part of this cost-conscious, “open space improvement” mindset, participants recommended
investing in activities and programming to increase the use of existing community assets, as well as
allowing flexibility for creative solutions in meeting the goals of the Green Necklace. For example,
converting a parking lot into a basketball court may be a short-term, lower cost alternative to
financing a brand new park while maintaining future potential for park development. This approach
would achieve the goal of providing vibrant community spaces incrementally when financing
becomes available.

Similarly, developers were enthusiastic about opportunities to focus on existing amenities by
investing in walking and bicycling to enhance connectivity, particularly given the growing
popularity of regional bicycling, evidenced by the launch of Puget Sound Bike Share
(http://pugetsoundbikeshare.org/). Issaquah is also in a unique position to capitalize on nearby
amenities by creating connectivity through Central Issaquah to key destinations such as parks, the
transit center, the library, the farmer’s market and the East Lake Sammamish Trail. The group was
enthusiastic about the upcoming pedestrian and bike master plan, with some interested in becoming
involved through an external stakeholders group.

Financing

The City of Issaquah was particularly interested in hearing new perspectives on how to finance the
Green Necklace and other capital improvements envisioned by the Central Issaquah Plan. Although
the developers appreciated this long-range planning for redevelopment, they were concerned that
the aggregate costs of development (impact fees, permit fees, community space requirements
or in-lieu fees, and bonus density costs) could prevent initial investment. One model discussed
was the redevelopment of the nearby BelRed Corridor, where public funds were invested in a core
area that catalyzed and benefited new development. Developers were pleased with the proposed
approach for housing in the Urban Core. An expanded approach could also provide benefits for
mixed use projects outside the Urban Core. In general, developers preferred a “reward the
pioneer” approach that reduces upfront costs and increases public investment to jumpstart
development.

Downtown Bellevue Park was mentioned as an example to consider, where incremental public
investment was the catalyst for future higher-density development in South Bellevue. Another
example is the streetscape improvements made by the City of Mercer Island (funded in part by a
federal grant) to catalyze development in its nascent Town Center. Participants noted that many of
the improvements to streets and parks benefit all residents of Issaquah, current and future, so the
costs for these livability improvements should not be shouldered by new development alone. As a
result, participants favored more incremental development expectations and increased public


http://pugetsoundbikeshare.org/

funding, maximized by investing in a core location and by making improvements to existing
amenities.

Parking was also discussed, with concerns about underground parking requirements given the
associated costs of structured parking and the availability of free parking. In particular, developers
were concerned that the parking requirements are too high and would lead to less height and
less overall density. The BelRed Corridor was again brought up for comparison, where providing
more generous surface lot parking helped spur initial development, with the goal of achieving
density so that transit could effectively meet the needs of future residents, resulting in incrementally
less parking being provided over time. Additional concerns were voiced about requirements for
structured parking, in particular, given the high water table.

Housing

The Central Issaquah Plan, under a Regional Growth Center scenario, envisions providing more than
7,000 units of housing, relying on multiple incentives, rather than mandates, to ensure residential
development. As developers debated the appeal of multifamily housing in Central Issaquah, they
listed a variety of benefits to consider marketing: affordability; connection to Eastside schools and
the community without the costs or maintenance of single-family homes; apartment living
conducive to young families with children; and a quality of life that is closer to nature with a
more “homey” feel. Capitalizing on affordability and quality of life, particularly in connection to
bicycle mobility and a variety of community assets, was seen as a unique strength of Central
Issaquah. Proximity to I-90 and job centers was brought up as a short-term selling point, with the
belief that “quality of life is the best form of economic development,” and overtime
entrepreneurs and new companies would choose to locate to Issaquah.

To attract new development, participants emphasized the importance of having at least one
successful development around a community asset, like Tibbetts Valley Park or the transit center,
which would signal to other investors that Central Issaquah is a good development choice.
Recommendations for attracting residential developers also included an increase in Floor Area
Ratios, which were seen as a limiter to attaining maximum heights, as well as setting impact fees
per unit rather than per square foot, which was seen as more conducive to dense, multifamily
development with smaller units.

Sustainability

A number of policies within the Central Issaquah Plan and other City plans outline potential
sustainable building strategies. Although focus group participants agreed that building green was
generally better than not, they cautioned against being overly prescriptive. Instead, they emphasized
the importance of promoting dense,




