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HISTORIC AND CULTURAL PRESERVATION 

 
AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION 
 
Overview 

The Livable South Downtown study area includes two designated historic districts in the Chinatown/ 
International District and Pioneer Square neighborhoods (see Figure 3-21).  These neighborhoods are 
important areas for Seattle’s early history, providing distinctive settings for working, living, recreation 
and other community activities.  Further descriptions of the neighborhoods’ physical qualities are 
provided in the Land Use sections earlier in this chapter.  
 
City policies protect the two historic neighborhoods through several means.  Special Review Districts 
were established to provide oversight of physical development with the intention of preserving historic, 
social, cultural and economic features.  National Register Historic District designations in both 
neighborhoods further underscore their historic and cultural importance and provide guidelines for 
development.  In areas outside the Special Review Districts, regulatory processes such as designation of 
new landmarks, use of SEPA authority and the design review process are available to protect landmarks 
and address aesthetic character of new development. 
 
See Appendix H for further discussion of the districts, their history, and new inventory of existing 
buildings in parts of the study area.  See Appendix I for a list and map of Pioneer Square properties that 
contribute to the historic district. 
 
Rationales for Preservation 

The City’s Land Use Code includes distinct justifications for the preservation of the Pioneer Square and 
Chinatown/I.D. in the description of the Special Review Districts for these neighborhoods (see SMC 
sections 23.66.100 and 23.66.302).   
 
Pioneer Square  

Pioneer Square’s “Reasons for designating the Pioneer Square Preservation District” listed in section 
23.66.100 include the following: 
 

1. Historic Significance.  The Pioneer Square Preservation District is unique because it is the site of 
the beginning of the City of Seattle.  The area also retains much of the original architecture and 
artifacts of its early history.  The District has played a significant role in the development of 
Seattle, the Puget Sound region and the State of Washington.  It was the first location of industry, 
business and homes in early Seattle and the focus of commerce and transportation for more than 
a half century. 

2. Architectural Significance.  As a collection of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
buildings of similar materials, construction techniques and architectural style, the District is 
unique, not only to the City but to the country as well.  Most of the buildings within the District 
embody the distinctive characteristics of the Late Victorian style.  Many buildings are the work of 
one architect, Elmer H. Fisher.  For these and other reasons, the buildings combine to create an 
outstanding example of an area that is distinguishable in style, form, character and construction 
representative of its era.  
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Earlier in section 23.66.100, key purposes for the Preservation District include the following:   

• “preserve, protect and enhance the historic character of the Pioneer Square area and the 
buildings therein; 

• Return unproductive structures to useful purposes; 
• Encourage a variety of new and rehabilitated housing types for all income groups; 
• Improve visual and urban relationships between existing and future buildings and structures, 

parking spaces and public improvements within the area; and 
• Encourage pedestrian uses. 

 
Additional reasons for the Preservation District relate to social diversity, enhancing its business and 
economic environment, its geographic location, and the educational significance and value ascribed to 
preserving the unique environment of Pioneer Square. 
 
International District 

Several goals and objectives are listed for the International Special Review District.  Description in SMC 
23.66.302 of the Land Use Code indicates that the International Special Review District is established “to 
promote, preserve and perpetuate the cultural, economic, historic and otherwise beneficial qualities of 
the area, particularly the features derived from its Asian heritage, by: 

A. Re-establishing the District as a stable residential neighborhood with a mixture of housing types; 
B. Encouraging the use of street-level spaces for pedestrian-oriented retail specialty shops with 

colorful and interesting displays; 
C. Protecting the area and its periphery from the proliferation of parking lots and other automobile-

oriented uses; 
D. Encouraging the rehabilitation of existing structures; 
E. Improving the visual and urban design relationships between existing and future buildings, 

parking garages, open spaces and public improvements within the International District; 
F. Exercising a reasonable degree of control over site development and the location of off-street 

parking and other automobile-oriented uses; and 
G. Discouraging traffic and parking resulting from Kingdome [now Qwest and Safeco Fields’] 

events and commuters working outside the District. 
 
In addition, the goals and objectives of the vicinity’s primary zone, International District Mixed (IDM), 
indicate this zone shall “recognize and promote the area’s unique social mix and urban design character.  
This area is the core of the International District which exemplifies Asian culture.  A wide range of uses, 
including street-level retail, housing development above street level, and the rehabilitation of existing 
buildings, shall be encouraged to provide a diversity of residential opportunities.  Specific objectives 
include the following:   

A. To maintain and protect the International District core as an Asian cultural, retail and 
residential center; 

B. To allow flexibility and discretion in land use controls, regulations and guidelines to address 
present conditions and those which may develop in the future; 

C. To protect, preserve and promote small retail and commercial businesses; 
D. To encourage development of housing above street level; 
E. To encourage the rehabilitation of existing buildings; and 
F. To assure new development compatible in scale and character with existing buildings. 
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Special Review Districts and Boards 

The responsible agencies for these districts are the Special Review Boards for each neighborhood:  the 
Pioneer Square Preservation Board and the International District Special Review Board.  Board members 
review changes to the use and exterior appearance of buildings, streets, sidewalks and other public spaces 
in the district.  When the Board has completed its review it makes recommendations to the Director of the 
Department of Neighborhoods, who is responsible for issuing Certificates of Approval.  Neighborhood-
specific zoning and Land Use Code regulations for these districts have been in place since at least 1985. 
 
The Pioneer Square Preservation District encompasses all of the area zoned in Pioneer Square Mixed plus 
the Union Station property east of 4th Avenue S.  The International Special Review District encompasses 
the area within the International District Mixed and International District Residential zones and also 
extends east of I-5 and south of S. Jackson Street to 12th Avenue S. (refer to Figure 3-21). 
 
National Register Historic Districts 

The National Park Service has designated much of Pioneer Square and part of the Chinatown/I.D. 
neighborhood as National Register Historic Districts, signifying their historic importance and educational 
value.  The S. King Street and S. Jackson Street corridors west of I-5 are the center of the Chinatown/I.D. 
National Register Historic District, which also includes the area between S. Main Street and S. Weller 
Street and one property south of S. Weller Street (refer to Figure 3-21).  This recognizes the largest 
cluster of buildings with significant historic and architectural value. 
 
New Analysis of Potential Landmark Resources in Portion of Study Area 

A consultant was engaged to conduct a survey and evaluation of those areas not previously surveyed for 
possible historic landmark structures (see Appendix H).  This included portions of the Chinatown/I.D. 
neighborhood, south-of-Dearborn vicinity and part of the Stadium Area vicinity.  The survey identified the 
following locations as those that “may” meet the landmark status, shown in Table 3-28 and Figure 3-22. 
 

Table 3-28 
Locations that “May Meet Seattle Landmark Designation Criteria”  

in the Livable South Downtown Study Area 

Little Saigon and vicinity South-of-Dearborn Stadium Area 
A.   Residential duplex, 500 12th 

Avenue S. 
E. NePage McKenney Co./  

Pacific Fish Co./Wan Hua 
Foods, 804 6th Avenue S. 

I.  WOSCA freight house, 801 1st 
Avenue S. 

B.   Canton Noodle House, 504 
12th Avenue S. 

F. Federal Immigration Services 
(former INS Bldg.), 815 Airport 
Way S. 

J.  National Grocery Co. 
Warehouse (Salvation Army 
Thrift Store), 1000 4th Ave. S. 

C.   West Coast Printing, 622 
Rainier Avenue S. 

G. Romaine Electric Building/ 
Washington Iron Works, 1101 
Airport Way S. 

K. McKinnon Furniture Bldg., 
1518 1st Avenue S. 

D.   Nissei Veterans Committee 
Hall, 1212 S. King Street 

H. Crescent Manuf. Co./RDA 
Bldg., 800 Maynard Avenue S. 

L.  Kellogg’s Warehouse/Wine 
Outlet Shop, 1701 1st Ave. S. 

  M. Industrial Rebuild Inc., 1712-
1714 1st Avenue S. 

  N. Buckner-Weatherby 
Machinery Bldg., Guardian 
Security, 1743 1st Avenue S. 

Source:  Beth Dodrill Consulting, 2007 



3-132 

Proposed bonus and transfer of development rights (TDR) mechanisms are not likely to result in 
significant adverse impacts related to developability of historic structures (see the Housing section in this 
chapter for further discussion).  Proposed bonus and TDR programs are likely to have positive long-term 
effects in securing the retention of structures in the National Register Historic District so long as they are 
oriented to maintaining and rehabilitating existing historic-contributing structures.   
 
Little Saigon (Chinatown/I.D.) 

The Victorian Row Apartments is the only current landmark structure in this vicinity.  It is owned by 
Historic Seattle, a non-profit entity that has a long-term agreement to retain the historic structure.  Under 
Alternatives 1 and 3, the proposed NC3 85’ zone would allow future development approximately 20 feet 
higher than current zoning.  This modest increase in development capacity on this landmark property 
could potentially adversely affect the long-term retention of this historic resource.  However, due to the 
relatively small increment of change, this would be considered only a minor adverse impact.   
 
The 125-foot (or optionally a 150-foot) maximum height proposed under Alternative 2 and the Preferred 
Alternative would further increase the potential for adverse impacts on the Victorian Row Apartments due 
to the greater increase in development capacity.  However, as an existing landmark, it would be subject to 
further SEPA review and Landmark Board review if it was proposed for demolition.  Adjacent properties 
would also be subject to SEPA review to assess whether mitigation measures are needed to help new 
adjacent development complement this property.  Protections afforded to designated landmark structures 
would help to reduce or avoid significant adverse impacts on this landmark.   
 
Locations that “May Meet Landmark Designation Criteria”  

Sites listed in Table 3-28 that may meet criteria for landmark designation could be subject to future 
development.  City policies indicate that existing structures that may qualify for landmark designation be 
referred to the City’s Department of Neighborhoods for an evaluation of their consistency with the 
landmark designation criteria.  This would be expected to occur on a site-by-site basis if or when these 
properties are proposed for re-development.  It is not known at this time which of the sites listed in Table 
3-28 would meet landmark designation criteria.  Because this process is already established in City 
policies, and because the potentially affected properties have now been inventoried, there is only a low 
risk that a potential landmark would be affected in a significant adverse manner by future development 
related to proposed Livable South Downtown zoning changes. 
 
In addition, four buildings identified in Table 3-28 are located in the vicinity of 1st Avenue S. south of S. 
Atlantic Street where zoning changes are not likely to occur.  These are the buildings labeled as “K, L, M 
and N” in Table 3-28.  The only relevant Land Use Code change under consideration in that vicinity is, 
under Alternative 3, the possibility of lodging uses being authorized as an allowed use.  
 
CULTURAL PRESERVATION 
 
Chinatown/I.D. neighborhood 

An important goal of Livable South Downtown planning relates to ensuring that the social and cultural 
qualities in the neighborhood can be maintained.  This may include land use actions that help preserve 
physical characteristics of the neighborhood and that also maintain residential and business activity.   
 
The EIS analyses cannot eliminate a worst-case possibility that displacement of individual uses or 
structures that contribute to cultural character might occur.  Such trends might occur with or without 
zoning changes, due to long-term economic forces, turnover in business ownership, and physical decay of 
structures that form the historic core of the neighborhood.  The Housing section of this chapter identifies 
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the potential for displacement of affordable housing resources in parts of Japantown.  The Business and 
Economic Impacts section identifies certain risks of impacts at varying levels in Little Saigon and the 
Chinatown core.  However, due to lack of compelling evidence, no specific finding of a significant 
adverse impact related to cultural preservation is made in this EIS. 
 
Livable South Downtown planning has identified possible strategies that would assist in helping to 
protect Asian American culture that is expressed through the physical and social environment of 
Chinatown/I.D.  These could include:   

• Programs to generate funds for affordable housing to avoid displacement of existing low-income 
residents in the neighborhood; 

• Programs to support the preservation and rehabilitation of historic buildings, many of which 
contain culturally significant design features;   

• Technical assistance programs to encourage retention of existing businesses in Chinatown/I.D.   
• Retention of existing height limits in core business areas in Chinatown/I.D. in order to avoid 

gentrification pressures in these areas.   
 
Livable South Downtown planning also supports retention and updating of Special Review District rules 
and standards for future development, with continued attention to ensuring high levels of compatibility 
with the historic and cultural qualities of the district, particularly within the National Register Historic 
District.  When possible, rules should also be adjusted to accommodate common business practices—such 
as use of sidewalks for vegetable display stands—that may not be consistent with existing street use 
regulations. 
 

MITIGATION STRATEGIES 
 
Pioneer Square 
 
Alternative 1 

• If Alternative 1 zoning with 180-foot height limits is favored for the “railroad gap” properties at 
the west edge of 4th Avenue S., implement mitigation strategies recommended in the Land Use—
Height, Bulk, Scale and Compatibility section to avoid significant adverse historic preservation 
impacts. 

Alternative 2 

• If Alternative 2 zoning with 150-foot height limits is favored for the “railroad gap” properties, 
implement mitigation strategies recommended in the Land Use—Height, Bulk, Scale and 
Compatibility section to avoid significant adverse historic preservation impacts. 

 
Chinatown/I.D. 

Alternative 2 

• See the mitigation strategy proposed in the Land Use—Height, Bulk, Scale and Compatibility 
chapter, with respect to height, bulk and scale impacts at the block bounded by 5th and 6th 
Avenues S. and S. King and S. Weller Streets. 

 
Alternatives 1, 2, 3 

• Consider whether a portion of the National Register Historic District near 6th Avenue S./S. Main 
Street should be subject to IDR 150’ zoning, which if amended in its bulk controls could increase 



3-134 

these properties’ attractiveness for future redevelopment.  Alternatively, these properties could be 
included in a lower-height zone to maintain protection against future development pressures. 

 
Little Saigon 

Alternative 2 

• Ensure that potential zone choices to a maximum height of 125 (or 150) feet in Alternative 2 in 
Little Saigon would result in sufficient bulk controls to maintain compatible conditions with 
adjacent landmark structures, specifically in relation to the Victorian Row Apartments.  Consider 
whether other measures are needed to further protect the long-term status of the Victorian Row 
Apartments if that property is included in rezones that increase development capacity.   

 
 

SIGNIFICANT UNAVOIDABLE ADVERSE IMPACTS 
 
With implementation of mitigation strategies to address the identified significant adverse historic 
preservation impacts of the alternatives, no significant unavoidable adverse impacts are expected to occur. 


