
Among Seattle’s many distinctive neighborhoods, 
Pioneer Square and the Chinatown International 
District are indisputably unique. Both have rich 
cultures, complex social networks, and deep 
histories beginning in the early days of Seattle, 
with historic designation at the local and national 
levels that protects their singular, largely brick 
buildings. Both are home to a high population of 
low-income households—primarily renters—and 
a high concentration of small businesses that help 
define the neighborhoods. 

Today, the Chinatown ID and Pioneer Square are 
climbing the boom cycle that has already affected 
much of Seattle. Amidst a growing appreciation 
for neighborhood character and proximity to 
jobs, other central neighborhoods, and public 
transportation options, rents are rising and 
new residents and businesses are moving in. A 
Growth and Equity Analysis completed with the 
comprehensive plan, Seattle 2035, rated both 
neighborhoods as having both high access to 
opportunity and high displacement risk.

CITY POLICIES COULD HAVE BIG IMPACTS 
• A proposed seismic retrofit policy would impact 
120 unreinforced masonry (URM) buildings in the 
Chinatown ID and Pioneer Square—10 percent of 
all URMs in Seattle—and the hundreds of 
affordable rental housing units and small 
businesses. Yet retrofitting is important: a major 
earthquake could cause URM buildings to 
collapse, injuring thousands of residents, 
employees, and vulnerable community members.

• The Rental Registration and Inspection 
Ordinance (RRIO) aims to ensure that all rental 
housing meets basic standards and affects about 
4,000 residential units in both neighborhoods. 

Because the Chinatown ID and Pioneer Square 
are locally designated historic districts, URM 
building owners will have two options to respond 
to the proposed retrofit policy: retrofit or sell. 
Local designation effectively prevents demolition, 
and the City will likely require all buildings to be 
retrofitted regardless of occupancy.

Some options include:

• Interest rate buy-down from local banks that 
leverages public funds to create cheaper loans 
for private borrowers

• State funding for additional study and pilot

• State property tax exemption for URM 
rehabilitation, similar to proposed affordable 
housing tax exemption

• Federal CDBG-Disaster Relief funds from HUD 
or Hazard Mitigation Grant Program funds from 
FEMA (if made available prior to a major disaster 
declaration)

• More federal pressure on banks to lend 
in accordance with the requirements of the 
Community Reinvestment Act

Because there is no “magic bullet,” it is critical to 
coordinate incentives and technical assistance. 
For example, CDBG-DR funding could be used as 
a grant to help pay for predevelopment studies, 
with low-interest loans offered for the retrofit work 
and a URM tax exemption as a long-term benefit. 

Additional existing financial mechanisms include 
historic rehabilitation tax credits and special 
valuation, both for substantial rehabilitations 
of designated historic buildings. For affordable 
housing, low-income housing tax credits 
(LIHTCs), HOME dollars, and the multi-family tax 
exemption (if previously vacant) are available.
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Passing the proposed seismic retrofit 
policy will save lives. At the same 
time, new financing mechanisms 
and technical assistance around 
retrofitting must be offered to help 
URM property owners who provide 
affordable residential and commercial 
space.

URM retrofits are an issue of social 
equity, housing affordability, small 
business success, and public safety. 
They must be a priority for our 
communities to continue to thrive.



This pilot project was developed to determine 
and respond to the impacts of both policies on 
these neighborhoods, particularly the seismic 
retrofit policy. The project included community 
workshops, studying seven buildings to assess 
what work would be required and how much 
it would cost, and evaluating property owners’ 
financial options to pay for the work.

SEISMIC RETROFITS ARE EXPENSIVE
The costs of seismic retrofits in Pioneer Square 
and the Chinatown ID range from $6/sf to $130/sf. 
This means that total costs to retrofit a building 
range from $120,000 to more than $4 million. 

A Benefit Cost Analysis estimated a public-private 
return of only $7.60 for every $100 spent on URM 
retrofits, with property owners receiving only 
$3.30 in economic benefit for every $100 spent.

FEW INCENTIVES EXIST FOR RETROFITS
Some grants, low-interest loans, tax credits, and 
tax exemptions exist—but not many. Half of 
available incentives are linked to affordable 
housing and economic development and are 
awarded on a very competitive basis.

TRADITIONAL FINANCING WILL DISPLACE 
RESIDENTS AND SMALL BUSINESSES
Especially in the Chinatown ID, most property 
owners do not have the cash to complete a 
retrofit. Private loans from banks to pay for retrofit 
work will require charging higher rents to cover 
payments, displacing low-income residential 
tenants and small businesses. This is a serious 
matter of equity in Seattle’s currently strapped 
housing situation.

NEIGHBORHOOD CULTURE IS AT RISK
Other property owners lack equity to even take 
out a loan. In this situation, they will be forced to 
sell—probably to market-rate developers who 
have more access to capital. This puts the historic 
residential and commercial affordability, rich 
culture, and dense social network of both 
neighborhoods at high risk. 

As the City considers how to handle the 
proposed seismic retrofit policy, social equity, 
residential and commercial affordability, and 
cultural preservation must be central to the 
process and results. The longtime residents and 
small businesses that make these neighborhoods 
culturally rich and socially dense will be deeply 
impacted, as well as future residents and 
entrepreneurs seeking affordable housing and 
commercial space.

BUT SEISMIC RETROFITS SAVE LIVES AND     
HELP SMALL BUSINESSES RECOVER FASTER
The Seattle Chinatown International District 
Preservation and Development Authority 
(SCIDpda) supports the proposed seismic retrofit 
policy, which will save the lives of residents, 
employees, and members of the public if 
deployed and implemented before a major 
seismic event; and help neighborhoods to “get 
back on their feet” more quickly after such an 
event. The policy could also help preserve historic 
buildings, though the Bolts Plus standard is 
primarily aimed at life safety.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES ARE CRITICAL
New financing mechanisms should be accessible 
to property owners with limited resources and 
support affordable residential and commercial 
space in URM buildings.

WHAT PROPERTY OWNERS NEED TO KNOW

As of June 2016, the City of Seattle has not passed an ordinance yet. 
When the ordinance is passed, there will be a phased timeline for 
retrofitting your building, ranging from 7 years to 13 years.

The cost of seismic retrofits is $6 per square foot of building area to 
$130 per square foot. SCIDpda is advocating for public grants and 
loans to help pay for retrofit work.

The Bolts Plus standard is relatively minimal and involves better 
connecting the walls and roof to the floors, bracing the parapet, and 
strengthening walls. Some buildings may need a more extensive—and 
expensive—retrofit.

URM BUILDINGS: THE BASICS

Header bricks extend into the wall, 

indicating that there is no cavity where 

reinforcing could have been placed.

URM buildings are brick buildings built without the steel reinforcements, ties, and 
connections required by modern building codes. URM buildings are the most 
likely building type to be damaged during earthquakes. Seismic retrofits will  
help building occupants exit safety and may make these buildings less vulnerable 
to damage.


