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Meeting Notes

DRAFT

Meeting Date: 12/10/08

Present at the meeting were: Maggie Glowacki, Bill Keasler, Marty Greer, Diana Forman, Marilyn Robertson, Charlie Weems, Ed Waddington and Bob Bowman

After introductions, Bob started the meeting by explaining that Maggie had offered to meet with floating home representatives to discuss DPD’s proposed changes to Seattle’s current SMP. Bob mentioned that the FHA members were at the meeting to get an understanding of the proposed changes and the reasons for them. FHA was not intending to give any specific recommendations at tonight’s meeting. Maggie was asked to begin her presentation by providing a little background information about herself. She then gave a short presentation on the SMP process and the proposed changes that DPD plans to make regarding floating homes.  

Maggie said she was pleased that FHA was represented on the Citizens Advisory Committee for updating the Seattle Shoreline Master Program. She gave some background information on the SMP process and how the SMP follows the Shoreline Management Act (SMA) guidelines. DPD is now getting input into its proposed changes to the shoreline code. DPD will start actual “code writing” in March/April 2009. Floating homes would remain in a separate section of the Seattle Municipal Code (SMC). Most houseboats are now in the Urban Residential (UR) environmental designation. In some areas, where appropriate, UR environmental designations will be shifted to cover houseboats that are currently designated Urban Stable (on the east side of Lake Union). The other houseboats in the Urban Stable designation will remain so. 

Maggie stated that the proposed changes to the floating home code would primarily pertain to 1) non-conforming/conforming floating homes and 2) the depth of floatation. 

DPD staff who review permit applications felt that having two sets of standards, one for non-conforming and one for conforming floating homes was confusing. The goal of DPD’s proposed changes was to simplify the code. DPD wants to have one set of standards (conforming) for all new (replacement) floating homes. Homeowners can repair and maintain non-conforming floating homes, but when they replace them, they would need to meet the new conforming standards. DPD thought that this would be a net plus for the floating home community since it would make the code less confusing for houseboat owners and allow for higher building heights. DPD’s goals for setting a single conforming standard are: 1) ease of review and permitting, 2) “better” standards and 3) restricting the float size of new homes and thus protect the shoreline environment by having less over-water coverage. FHA members expressed a number of serious concerns during Maggie’s presentation, and they will be discussed below.

Maggie distributed copies of SMC 23.60.196 (Floating Home Code) and a matrix showing requirements for non-conforming and conforming floating homes. She then 

discussed floatation issues. DPD is proposing restrictions to floatation depth and no living area beneath the water (i.e. basements). Maggie pointed out that currently there are no standards for floatation depth. DPD would develop a set of floatation standards for all new floating homes. Maggie then concluded her presentation. 

Bob started by discussing with Maggie the FHA Issue Paper that was submitted to the CAC and DPD in November. He mentioned in particular the FHA goals for the SMP Update process and its SMP objectives for preserving floating homes. Maggie was asked if the city supported the FHA’s goals and objectives:

FHA Goals for Updating Seattle’s SMP

· Preserve and protect the floating home community 


--- Maggie’s Response: Yes, she believes the city wants to preserve floating homes.

· Support the historic and diverse character of Lake Union and Portage Bay

--- Maggie’s Response: She heard the goal of “supporting the diverse character of Lake Union and Portage Bay” loud and clear at the community visioning session and at the CAC visioning process. She believes the city supports that vision.

· Protect the water we live on and our shoreline environment 

      --- Maggie’s Response: Yes, it is in alignment with SMP goals.
FHA Objectives for Preserving Floating Homes 

· SMP language that recognizes the unique and historic character of Seattle’s floating home community and the need to preserve it

--- Maggie’s Response: Yes, we want to recognize the unique and historic character of the floating homes community and the value of floating homes to Seattle; and the best place to do that is in the shoreline plan.

· Reasonable and fair regulations that maintain the viability of floating homes in Seattle 

 --- Maggie’s Response: The city supports maintaining, repairing and replacing existing houseboats.
· A realistic and cost effective ability to maintain, repair and replace existing floating homes, floatation and docks  


--- Maggie’s Response: DPD and FHA can work together on this.
· SMP language that supports continuation of existing floating home communities and the possibility of new floating home moorages when needed

--- Maggie’s Response: DPD does not support additional floating homes but does support rebuilding or replacing existing floating homes. She also referred to the                                  safe harbor provisions for displaced floating homes.  
Non-Conforming/Conforming Standards

The discussion then turned to the issue of requiring conforming standards for construction of new floating homes that replace non-conforming floating homes. Marty provided Maggie a set of photos showing non-conforming docks and some of the physical limitations, if not impossibility, of bringing existing nonconforming docks into conforming status. Marty and other houseboat owners then discussed with Maggie the problems inherent in bringing non-conforming docks into compliance with conforming standards. A number of issues pertaining to non-conforming/conforming standards were raised:

1. Current non-conforming and conforming standards are not confusing for houseboat owners. As far as we know, no owners are asking for this change.

2. The vast majority of floating home moorages are non-conforming. Imposing conforming standards for new-replacement floating homes on these docks would not be physically possible for many floating homes because of setback, open water and walkway access requirements.

3. Maggie said that the conforming requirements would not be imposed if it was not feasible in a given case.  It was pointed out that the new floating home in this situation would need some sort of variance which would be much more confusing than the current non-conforming/conforming rules now in effect. 

4. The permitting process would become much more burdensome and expensive for floating home owners. This would contribute to higher-cost housing. 

5. Requiring conforming standards piecemeal on a non-conforming dock would result in a whole host of problems and unintended consequences for the owner requesting the permit and the other dock residents. 

6. Owners, who want to replace an existing floating home with larger than the conforming float size, would need to build a second story to regain the square footage lost. However, on docks with height covenants, owners would be denied the living space they previously enjoyed because their new float must be smaller per conforming standards.
7. When the replacement standards require compliance with conforming regulations that shrink the size of the float, some non-conforming homes may lose value. Many houseboat owners depend on the value in their houseboat to carry them to a retirement facility when the time comes, and lost value would jeopardize their future.

8. Houseboats deteriorate more quickly than land houses because of the nature of their construction on floatation. The requirement for existing homes to meet conforming standards when being replaced would be imposed on houseboat owners at a disproportionate rate when compared to new standards imposed on owners building replacement houses on land.

9. The very large, luxurious new floating homes recently built on new moorages are not representative of most replacement houseboats. The majority of new floating homes on non-conforming docks are smaller and fit well into existing moorages. 

10. If conforming standards (i.e. setbacks, open water and walkway access requirements) are imposed on replacement houseboats on non-conforming docks, existing floating homes may be lost. Think of pearls lined up along a string and then increase the space between them; some will inevitably fall off the end -- It means the potential loss of homes for some in the floating homes community or the requirement to seek new moorage where it does not currently exist.

11. There is a potential for non-conforming docks, without height covenants, to see a large increase in 21 ft high houseboats on both sides of the dock, creating “canyons” along the dock.

Floatation

The next area for discussion was floatation. Maggie said DPD was concerned about floatation depth and the current lack of standards for floatation. The primary concern was the impact of floatation on fish migration. The DPD proposal would set standards for floatation depth based on a yet to be determined formula related to the size of the float and the height of the houseboat. It was unclear if this new standard would be just for new construction or also for existing houseboats. Maggie said that maintenance of floatation would be allowed, but she was concerned that without standards owners would keep adding floatation until they reach the bottom of the lake. An FHA member asked why floatation depth made a difference, since over-water structures such as docks above the water cause fish to go around them. Maggie responded that research shows that some fish go around and some go under floats.  When asked about the research, she mentioned research on fish behavior around docks and piers done by Charles Simenstad from the UW.  And she acknowledged that we don’t have all the answers yet from the science. She also mentioned that deeper floatation may impede water circulation, which could be a causal factor in higher water temperature and thus be problematic for fish. Several FHA members raised concerns about setting floatation standards that were not realistic for proper floatation. A number of issues related to floatation standards were raised:

1. The need for floatation can vary between floating homes of the same dimension because of the differences in the age, size, structure and condition of the existing log floatation and other auxiliary floatation.

2. Depending on the standard floatation depth set by DPD, some or many existing floating homes may be out of compliance. Most owners would not be able to come into compliance without first tearing down the structure and then totally re-engineering the complex floatation consisting of large old logs and strategically placed barrels. FHA members questioned the practicality of this requirement. 
3. There appears to be a conflict between the goal of reducing float size and the depth of needed floatation. A smaller float would require an owner to build a second story to maintain square footage. Such a two story houseboat would require increased floatation depth to accommodate the added weight of a second story on a smaller float. A larger float with a single story would allow placing the floatation over a larger area, thus requiring a shallower float.

Other Issues

Language Prohibiting New Floating Homes:  Maggie said this proposed language is based on WAC.  She said that existing floating homes could be replaced but would need to meet conforming over-water standards where feasible. FHA members expressed concern with proposed language that explicitly prohibits new floating homes. It was felt that “prohibit” de-legitimizes floating homes in the long term and devalues them. FHA suggested that language other than outright prohibition would be more appropriate. Maggie said it may be possible for DPD to use other language.

Change in Comprehensive Plan Language: FHA expressed concern with proposed wording in the Comprehensive Plan which changes floating home moorage from a “water dependent use” to an “allowed use”. Maggie said that this new language more clearly states the situation and does not really constitute a substantial change for floating homes. FHA restated its concerns and said this looked like another potential erosion of legitimacy for the floating home community. FHA needs to better understand the possible implications of this proposed change.

Reasonable and Fair Regulations: Bob mentioned that it would be helpful if FHA representatives could work with DPD to develop reasonable and fair regulations that maintain the viability of floating homes in Seattle. Maggie said that she wants to work with FHA to make sure that code regulations are realistic and fair. 

The meeting concluded with Bill stating that FHA’s over-riding issue is that members of the floating homes community not lose their homes or the value of their homes as a result of new SMP regulations.
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