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Re: Project #3014176 at 3210 California Ave SW 

 

Dear Southwest Design Review Board, 

These comments are submitted on behalf of the undersigned residents of the 3200 Block of 42nd Avenue 
SW and the 3200 Block of 44th Avenue SW.  We have carefully reviewed the project design proposal 
packet for project #3014176 at 3210 California Ave SW, and we appreciate that the proposal attempts 
to anticipate some of the design and massing challenges that will affect the development and its 
immediate surroundings.  However, we believe the proposal is a poor overall fit for the local context and 
inconsistent with a number of policies and guidelines set forth in the Seattle Municipal Code, Seattle 
Comprehensive Plan, Design Review Guidelines for Multifamily and Commercial Buildings, and Admiral 
Neighborhood Design Guidelines.  Our specific concerns with regard to Height, Bulk and Scale 
Compatibility, Responding to Site Characteristics, Streetscape Compatibility, Respect for Adjacent Sites, 
Parking and Vehicle Access, and Architectural Elements and Materials are set forth below.   

As a threshold matter, the applicant is required to submit three alternative architectural concepts, per 
the Design Review Submittal Requirements. The differences between the options presented are so slight; 
we believe the applicant has not given three alternatives.  

With respect to the substance of the proposal, we believe the following guidelines need to be more 
satisfactorily addressed: 

Guideline B-1: Height, Bulk, and Scale Compatibility 

THIS IS OUR PRIMARY CONCERN. The current proposal is exceptionally large compared to every 
building in the existing context of NC zoned properties, and is a brutal transition to near-by less 
intensive zones. Please see Appendix A for existing context reference. We feel the following 
circumstances of this particular site require height, bulk and scale mitigation for the following 
reasons:  

1. The proposed project abuts a much less intensive SF zone of substantially different scale, 
along its long axis. 80-percent of the abutting single-family residences are one or two-story 



bungalows on 5000 sf lots. The absence of an alley for access and buffer is conducive to a 
project of smaller scale.  

2. The proposed project is two full stories taller than the buildings on California Ave to its 
north and south. (See Section D in the project packet.) 

3. The development site is of such exceptional length not only for its immediate context, but 
for Seattle overall. The proposed building is 200 feet longer than a downtown block, with a 
footprint equivalent to 6 NC parcel lengths and 9 SF parcel lengths.  Even with one “break” 
in the building’s upper stories, the two masses are still each far longer than any other 
buildings.  

4. The current proposal appears substantially greater in height and scale than in 
representations made in connection with a 2011 rezone. Please see Appendix B.  

Furthermore, we find the following policies to be relevant to the issue of height, bulk and scale: 

1. Per the Seattle Comprehensive Plan Urban Village Appendix, the growth target for the 
Admiral Residential Urban Village is 200 households by 2024. This is the smallest target 
number of all 18 Residential Urban Villages, tied only with Upper Queen Anne. The 
proposed project would single-handedly add approximately 180 dwelling units outside of 
the Core Commercial Area. The proposed project is incompatible with the scale of 
development anticipated by the applicable Land Use Policies. 

2. Per SEPA Review Thresholds, the threshold number of exempt use dwelling units is four. 
3. Per SMC 23.47A.012, the additional height allowed for the structure cannot allow an 

additional story beyond the number that could be built under the otherwise applicable 
height limit. 

With respect to Height, Bulk and Scale Compatibility, The Admiral Neighborhood Design Guidelines 
(2012) state as follows: 

Height, Bulk and Scale Compatibility 

Projects should be compatible with the scale of development anticipated by the applicable Land 
Use Policies for the surrounding area and should be sited and designed to provide a sensitive 
transition to nearby, less-intensive zones. Projects on zone edges should be developed in a 
manner that creates a step in perceived height, bulk and scale between the anticipated 
development potential of the adjacent zones.  Where appropriate, consider using the following 
methods to provide a sensitive transition to less intensive zones: 

■  Provide a sensitive transition to less intensive zones by reducing the appearance of bulk by 
setting back upper floors. 

■  Locate features such as required open space on the zone edge to create further separation 
and buffering from the lower intensive zone. 

■  Articulate the building facades vertically or horizontally in intervals that conform to the 
existing structures or platting pattern in the vicinity. 



We do not believe the proposal provides the “sensitive transition” to surrounding zones, particularly to 
the single-family homes that share a property line with the proposed development parcels.  Accordingly, 
we would like to see the following: 

1. The project broken into several separate buildings, at intervals that conform to the existing 
pattern of the neighborhood. 

2. A reduction from five-stories to four-stories, to be more compatible in scale to nearby 
buildings. 

3. An environmental review, per SEPA requirements, due to the number of residential units 
and steep slope location. 

4. The height calculations substantiated with survey information.  

Lastly, the current proposal packet does not contain sufficient renderings from a pedestrian street-level 
view. We believe that aerial views do not entirely convey the impact of the proposed project. And, 
certain renderings in the project packet – particularly the street view along 42nd Avenue – seem 
misleading. For comparison, this rendering was created using Google Earth and the measurements 
provided in the project packet: 

 

We would like to see the following: 

1. Street views from a pedestrian eye-level along California Ave with an accurate height of the 
proposed massing, and showing anticipated project # 6336322. (Reference page 8.) 

2. Street views showing the context of existing buildings on both east and west sides of 
California Ave. 

3. Street view from a pedestrian eye-level looking northwest along 42nd Ave SW, with adjacent 
properties sited accurately in both plan and elevation. (Reference pages 12, 16, and 20.)  

  



Guideline A-1: Responding to Site Characteristics 

Because of the exceptional length of the project site, and the major change in grade from both east to 
west, and north to south, an alternative method should be used to determine building height.  By 
averaging the grade over such an exceptionally large area, an artificially high average grade is 
established at an entire story above street level. If the current method to determine average grade is 
allowed, 3210 California will be the tallest building of current and future buildings throughout the 
Admiral Urban Village by an entire story. This increased height will be further exaggerated by the 3200 
block not being located within the urban village commercial core and by the single family housing 
abutting it on the eastern side of the block. 

We believe a better response to specific site conditions would be made by measuring structure height 
for all portions of the structure; taking all measurements vertically from existing or finished grade, 
whichever is lower, to the highest point of the structure located directly above each point of 
measurement. 

Guideline A-2: Streetscape Compatibility 

The current design damages existing desirable spatial characteristics. The existing texture of commercial 
buildings on 50’ to 100’ wide parcels creates a very walkable, friendly, neighborhood character. Small 
businesses such as the Swinery, Prost, Spiros, etc. are examples of what we feel create a desirable 
pedestrian streetscape. At 450-feet long and 75-feet tall, the proposed project has an institutional 
quality. A continuous “landscape buffer” is no less monotonous, and alone does not enhance the 
“eclectic mix” of the existing pattern.  

A more desirable streetscape would be created by: 

1. Designing for more interaction with the street, by creating commercial space on the ground 
floor. Live/work and apartment units would not do well in the commercial area. 

2. Meeting the required setback for residential uses. 

Guideline A-5: Respect for Adjacent Sites 

This development abuts a single-family zone, with no alley.  Many of the abutting single-family homes 
are sited further from 42nd Ave SW and closer to the rear property line, increasing their proximity to the 
proposed development.  We appreciate the proposal of “an ample landscape buffer” along this property 
line. We also appreciate efforts to pull the building a few feet further away from east, north, and south 
property lines; however, the increased setback primarily affects solar orientation and does little to 
address privacy issues.  The proposed design calls for three full residential stories rising above the 
elevation of most abutting backyards. 

  



With regard to Respect for Adjacent Sites, the Admiral Neighborhood Design Guidelines state as follows:   

Respect for Adjacent Sites 

Buildings should respect adjacent properties by being located on their sites to minimize 
disruption of the privacy and outdoor activities of residents in adjacent buildings. Consider the 
following methods: 

■ Reduce the number of windows and decks on proposed buildings that overlook neighboring 
residences. 

■ Step back upper floors or increase side and rear setbacks to pull windows farther away from 
neighboring residences.  Relax the residential amenity or setback requirements.  

■ Stagger windows to not align with adjacent windows and minimize the impact of windows in 
living spaces that may infringe on the privacy of adjacent residents. 

Additionally, the Admiral Design Guidelines state as follows with respect to solar orientation: 

Preserving solar exposure in Single Family zones is an important design consideration. Compose 
the structure’s massing to enhance solar exposure for the project, minimize shadow impacts on 
adjacent structures, and enhance solar exposure for public spaces. 

The proposed height of the development, combined with its exceptional length, will create an 
undesirable reduction in solar exposure on both California Avenue and 42nd Avenue.  Particularly if 
another five-story building is constructed directly across California Avenue from this development, as 
proposed, a reduction in height and the addition of breaks in this building would avoid a “canyon” 
feeling on this block.  

To respect east, north and south neighbors’ privacy, and to minimize the impact on solar exposure, the 
design should: 

1. Not have decks or rooftop amenities that overlook the neighbors, 
2. Reduce the number of windows that overlook the neighbors, 
3. Stagger windows to not align with adjacent windows, 
4. Angle views from living spaces as to not infringe on the privacy of adjacent residents, 
5. Utilize landscape screening of tall trees or shrubs to enhance privacy and minimize the visual 

impact of the structure from the rear, and 
6. Minimize penthouse heights, as well as locate and screen them to minimize noise and 

maximize solar access to affected properties. 
7. Reduce the height and create breaks in the length of the building to allow some solar access 

to adjoining streets. 

  



Guideline A-8: Parking and Vehicle Access 

We have serious concern regarding vehicle access in the proposed project. In addition to the fact that 
California Avenue has only one lane in each direction at this location, the proposal should consider that 
this sidewalk is utilized heavily by kids walking to and from West Seattle High School, which is located on 
the block directly north of the project site. Elementary school buses also pick up and drop off students in 
the immediate area.  Besides reducing three curb cuts to two, there are few feasible ways to minimize 
the impact on the pedestrian environment, because parking cannot be entered from the rear or side.  
Additionally, we have concerns about how service vehicles, refuse collectors, etc. will access the building 
in light of the fact that the only access is from California Avenue. 

Guideline C: Architectural Elements and Materials 

The Admiral Neighborhood Guidelines state as follows: 

Architectural Context 

There is an established scale within the Admiral Residential Urban Village, characterized by one- 
to three-story structures. 

We recognize that the parcel is now zoned NC2-40, and that some form of multi-family development is 
appropriate for the site.  However, this parcel is located at the southernmost edge of the Admiral Urban 
Village, and is more than a quarter mile from the commercial core at Admiral/California.  It is at least 
half a mile to the transit hub of the Junction and frequent buses to downtown, and since Metro’s route 
overhaul last fall, this portion of California Avenue is poorly served by bus lines (particularly in off-peak 
hours).  In sum, the proposed development scale appears more consistent with projects located in the 
Urban Village “hubs,” as opposed to on the fringes of a Residential Urban Village.   

This is an opportunity to enhance the Admiral neighborhood with a development of appropriate scale 
and character.  We think this project has significance as a precedent for future development in the 
area, and in Seattle, and should bear careful consideration for that reason.  We are proponents of 
density and believe new development is good for the community. We in no way begrudge the 
developer’s rights to make a financial profit from their properties; however, the development should 
not occur at the expense of the character of the neighborhood or without regard for the impact on the 
single-family homes that share its property line. 

   

Thank you for your attention to our concerns and ideas, 

Glenn Allan and JoEllen Wang 

Janna and Dino Annest 

Kara Martin and Ryan Donohue 



Louis Hess and Lindsay Lygre 

Paul and Cindy Stancik 

Bernadette Brown and Gordon Prinster 

Chris and Christine Kraynek 

Bill and Gretchen Evans 

Don and Michelle Porth 

Lauren and Greg Stephens 

Deanna Lamping 

Steve Levey and Jaki Reed 

Ben and Chrissy Egan 

 

cc: Lisa Rutzick, Program Manager; Michael Dorcy, Planner



Appendix A 

For reference, we have prepared the following as examples of existing context for height, bulk, and scale 
comparison: 

A. Survey of existing structures in the Admiral neighborhood 
 
• Element 42 (four-story) 

 

• Olympic Apartments (four-story) 

 

 

  



• Swedish Medical Center (three-story) 

 

• New townhomes at California Ave SW and Spokane St (four-story) 

 

 

  



B. Detailed comparison to existing structures in the immediate vicinity, based on King County 
property records. 
 
• Swedish Medical Center at 3400 California Ave SW 

o Two-stories of business space over a garage, and 34-feet tall 
o 40,304 gross square feet 
o The proposed development is 56% taller and has 340% more total area than 

Swedish. 

 

• Arcadia Apartment building at 3262 California Ave SW 
o Two-stories of residential over a garage, and 9-feet floor-to-floor 
o 9,032 gross square feet 
o The proposed development is approximately 96% taller and has 1,870% 

more total area. 

 

  



• The townhomes at 3409 A through 3423 D California Ave SW  
o Each unit is three-stories tall 
o Each unit is 1,870 square feet 
o The proposed development is approximately 96% taller and has 2,280% 

more total area than each four-plex of units. 

 

  



Appendix B  

These are a few relevant quotes from public meetings about the rezoning proposal for both sides of 
California Ave SW, between SW Hanford St and SW Hinds St. 

Intent to build four-stories, and not a big box: 

Another of the property owners, construction company proprietor Gary Cobb, asked, “Is 10 feet really 
that big a deal? With 30 feet (of height), you’re talking three stories. With 40, this would be four 
stories.” 

Mike Gain said, “When I purchased this land in 1987, the zoning was NC1-40. I think it’s only fair to 
have the zoning put back. I don’t think it’s going to be devastating to the community if it’s someone 
who wants to build something nice.” 

Cayce: We’re not asking to build a big building that’s not allowed. We could build a big building 
NOW that’s three stories, with one floor of parking. We don’t want to, because it’s going to be an 
ugly building. 

One man noted other areas of California further south have this type of development and have been 
plagued with car collisions as drivers try to emerge from their buildings’ entrances. 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/11/upzone-uproar-cayce-gain-face-the-neighbors 

Intent to build something contextual, and not dramatically different: 

"This represents a change over time, essentially, and it's not like the area is going to be dramatically 
different all of a sudden," said Stepherson. “Changes will probably take years and years. But some 
(critics) go to 'worse case scenario'.” 

http://www.westseattleherald.com/2010/12/06/news/city-council-committee-passes-california-
ave-rezo 

Intent to have only three stories under NC1-30 or four floors with NC2-40: 

for what could be done within the existing zoning, NC1-30 (which basically means 3 stories max and 
ground-floor retail no bigger than 10,000 square feet per business). 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/12/upzone-update-cayce-gain-explain-their-vision 

Mike Gain: "He was not quoted when he explained the economics of the expenses to build two floors 
of much needed underground parking that could be afforded by the additional increase of 10 feet or 
one additional floor to a building." 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/11/upzone-uproar-cayce-gain-face-the-neighbors 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/11/upzone-uproar-cayce-gain-face-the-neighbors
http://www.westseattleherald.com/2010/12/06/news/city-council-committee-passes-california-ave-rezo
http://www.westseattleherald.com/2010/12/06/news/city-council-committee-passes-california-ave-rezo
http://westseattleblog.com/2007/12/upzone-update-cayce-gain-explain-their-vision
http://westseattleblog.com/2007/11/upzone-uproar-cayce-gain-face-the-neighbors


Wainwright believes that’s not the best place to start developing the area, for reasons including the 
absence of an alley for access. 

As has been reported previously, the zoning change that’s being sought would enable 4-story 
buildings with ground-floor space for businesses as big as 25,000 square feet (roughly the size of a 
small grocery store like PCC, it was suggested at the meeting), compared to 3 stories and 10,000 
square feet, respectively, in the current zoning. 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/12/upzone-update-where-does-it-go-from-here 

 

 

http://westseattleblog.com/2007/12/upzone-update-where-does-it-go-from-here

