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Hey, Seattle, welcome to the club!
Practically every city on the west coast is building “Vancouver-style” neighborhoods in or next to their downtowns--compact, mixed-use communities characterized by the kind of high-rise residential towers seen on the Vancouver skyline.
We've been building that way since the 1950s.  Constrained on all sides by water, we had to build up.  In doing so, we kept our downtown alive and provided an affordable source of housing. By the 1990s, we discovered that people of all ages and families of all kinds, including those with children, were choosing high-rise living as a viable choice.

And we saw other cities choosing us a model.  First it was San Diego in its Marina District. Then San Francisco in the Rincon Hill neighbourhood. Then Portland on its South Waterfront lands. 

So, Seattle, it looks like you're next. Your mayor has proposed rewriting the codes for downtown to allow tall, Vancouver-style towers. And with your views, downtown amenities and new transit options, you're more than ready.

Here are a few things we've learned along the way.

It's not density or height that matters; it's the way you do it. 
Thin is in.  We keep our floorplates to about 8,500 square feet and we wrap them around the central elevator cores and exit stairwells. By keeping the towers a minimum of 80-feet apart (and most often it's much further), we ensure a greater degree of privacy for the tower dwellers, allow more light on the street below, and create view corridors in between.

Identify the views you want to keep, and then stagger the towers to maintain those views, minimize overshadowing and maximize privacy.
Make sure the towers meet the ground at a human scale. That means no blank walls or parking garages along the sidewalk. Sidewalks are for people and the services that people need.

And don't build highrises everywhere. You need low- and medium-rise buildings to add variety and scale.

Don't be scared of traffic congestion. If you do it right, car congestion might actually drop. It has in Vancouver's central area, where people are substituting feet for wheels, and where transit makes sense.  And don’t forget to include practical, secure bicycle parking in every building.
Yes, include subsidized housing in your plans, but remember, if you provide enough new housing for those who wish homeownership, they'll relocate from rental units to condos. And that will free up affordable rentals in Capital and First Hills, Lower Queen Anne, and the International District. Affordable housing is best achieved by increasing the overall supply of housing, not just through subsidies.
Include green space: parks, yes, but also green roofs, and courtyards (we target 50 square feet of semi-private space per unit).  And plant lots of trees and shrubs along the sidewalks.  Downtowns can actually be greener than suburbs with wide streets and vast parking lots.  Keep your parking underground.
Make sure you have enough people--at least 10,000--to ensure the health of a neighborhood retail core. Above all, you need a medium-sized supermarket to give definition and character to urban communities.  Residents should be able to walk not only to work but also to shop, particularly if services are clustered around transit stations. 
Give people what they can get in the suburbs--neighborhoods that are clean, green and safe--and plan for children. That means providing for child care and good schools. And then you may find you can hardly keep up with the demand, as people choose the city over the distant suburbs.

That’s how we did it, Seattle, but don’t necessarily follow us prescriptively.  Do it better,  reflect your values, use your home-grown talent.  In a few years it might be Vancouver saying, “It’s time we built a Seattle-style neighborhood.”

Gordon Price, former city councilor in Vancouver, BC, is publisher of the urban issues newsletter Pricetags and a member of the board of Seattle-based Northwest Environment Watch.

The City of Seattle will host a meeting on the mayor’s proposed zoning changes for downtown:
Today (Thursday, Jan 13)

6:30-8:30pm (Discussion starts at 7pm)

City Hall - Bertha Landes Room

600 Fourth Ave (entrance on 5th Ave)

Website for downtown plan:

http://www.seattle.gov/dpd/Planning/DowntownZoning
