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INTRODUCTION 1

The Town Center Design as Part of the Comprehensive Planning Process

The Town Center Design is a critical step in the City of Mercer Island's effort to revitalize it's
downtown. Begun in late 1992, the CBD Revitalization effort has been a consistent marriage of
public involvement and reality-based town planning. The initial steps in the City's effort brought
together more than 200 citizens into a series of planning, research, education and discussion ses-
sions. Tempered by professional expertise, the "citizen visioning" process culminated at a May
1993 Design Charrette. The event produced a broad vision and direction for future downtown
development. '

This citizen vision became the foundation for the drafting of the City's (state required) Compre-
hensive Plan. The Comprehensive Plan, completed in the fall of 1994, describes the broad goals
and strategies for future growth in the community. In order to implement this plan, the City must
now rewrite the zoning code, the true regulator of growth.

An effective code for the town center must create value for the City. Rather than being seen as an
impediment, a good code regulates the build-out of the town center in a predictable, feasible pro-
cess. It must reflect a shared community vision of its function and its form, and it must facilitate,
not hinder, those developers who abide by it.

The Town Center Design Workshop
The goal of the design workshop was to arrive at a shared, feasible vision, plan, and code for the

town center. The process would bring all key players and citizens together with design profes-
sionals to test detailed alternatives.

 The participants were: citizens-at-large, elected city officials, city planning staff, city Planning

and Design Commission representatives, Metro and Regional Tranist Authority (RTA) representa-
tives and engineers, landowners, developers, economic and marketing analysts, planners, and
architects.

The impending arrival of light rail system, or the upgrading of the regional bus system, is an
opportunity to organize the downtown around the transit station. As a sponsor of the workshop,
the RTA was interested in the design of the transit station and its relation to the Mercer Island
Town Center, as a possible model for the region. It was important, however, that the plan of the
town center not be dependent on a station, since its future is still to be determined by the regions'
voters.

The workshop was held at “The Connection”, a city-leased meeting facility in the center of the
downtown. The facility was transformed into a complete working design center. For five days
and six nights, a core design team worked continuously, incorporating the input gathered from
three public design sessions. The event was publicly announced. The door was always open for
interested citizens to drop by. During the 5 days, designers worked with Metro and RTA on the
station, with citizens and business owners in the study area, with landowners on their develop-
ment potentials, and with city on zoning codes. In order to assure that efforts were based in reality
each design step was analyzed for economic and marketing feasibility.

The results were presented at the session of the City Council on December 7.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



INTRODUCTION

Charrette team members incorporate input from public design sessions.
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INTRODUCTION 3

Outcomes of the Workshop

The product of the workshop contains 4 components: The Plan and its Codes, The Demonstration
Projects, The Market and Economic Analysis, and The Next Steps.

The Plan and its Codes

The intention of the Town Center Plan is to show how the area could be built out over time. Itisan
illustrative plan, showing feasible designs based on the code. It is comprised of the overall illus-
trated plan, the zoning map, and the code. There are two major public centers of the plan: Station
Square and a Civic Square. In addition to the transit station itself, Station Square contains a site for
a hotel, parking structures and a multi-use building for offices, retail and cinemas. The Civic
Square, located to the at 30th and 78th, is intended to add day and night activity to the south of
78th street in the form of perhaps a public theater and a postal station.

Well placed, adequate parking, is important to a successful plan. The basic parking strategy is to
locate it not only at the station, but throughout the downtown, specifically behind the buildings
that will front the sidewalks of 78th street. The economic study shows that the market will not
support the construction of parking structures - it is necessarily a public and private responsibil-
ity. Additionally, a parking management program must assure that there are adequate spaces for
commercial business.

The code proposed for the town center addresses, building use, location and height. In order to
promote around-the-clock activity in the town center, mixed-use, (commercial, retail and residen-
tial, within the same building), is allowed in the town center area. People will only walk when it
is interesting and safe. In order to make streets that encourage pedestrian activity, buildings are
required to line the sidewalk with their parking behind. All major entries must be off the side-
walk. This sidewalk-focused activity brings supervision and safety to the street as well as visual
interest.

The comprehensive plan has a 5 story maximum for the town center. In order to allow views
throughout the downtown and to ensure variety of building mass along the street, the 5 story sites
are reserved for corners only. Midblock sites have a maximum of three stories with a 10 foot
setback and a two story maximim with zero setback.

The Demonstation Projects

The feasibility and vision of the plan was tested on four demonstration sites. Working with local
landowners, architects developed alternative designs and phasing strategies for four sites. Mar-
keting and economic analysis was done on each. Demonstration project #1, primarily a residen-
tial project with some ground floor retail, proved most feasible in today’s market.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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INTRODUCTION o 4

Marketing and Economic Evaluation

Present at the workshop was Greg Easton, the author of the recently completed Economic Analysis
of Proposed Downtown Land Use Plan. This study provided a valuble foundation for the design
effort. Analysts were able to make use of recent data when advising designers and in the specific
anaylsis of the demonstration projects.

The major points of the market analysis of this previous study are:

. The Mercer Island Downtown can expect to attract the Island’s employment growth and
multifamily development.
J Office development in the downtown will attract primarily Island-serving uses, but may

also attract some regional serving uses.
The downtown retailers can attract spending by both local and non-Island residents.
. The Island could attract either a highway oriented hotel or smaller specialty inn.

The major points of the financial analysis of this previous study are:
. Residential development is the most feasible use in the near term. The propects of other
uses will improve as local and regional development pressures increase.
Structured parking is not supportable at this time without public assistance.
. Ground floor retail can be a strong contributor to development feasibility on good retail
sites.
(See appendix for a complete Summary of Previous Economic Study).

The Next Steps

Plans without a clear strategy for achieving them are those which gather dust on the shelves of
municipal libraries. The workshop benefited from the advise of C.R. Douglas of the Seattle Com-
mons. The Mercer Island Town Center shares many of the same challenges as the Commons
Project: it is basically a private/public venture to redevelop a single use area into a vibrant mixed-
use center. The full set of recommendations are at the end of this report. The major points are to:
Create a shared vision.

Establish a new entity to be a “custodian of the vision.”

Make a headquarters of operation in the town center area.

Initiate creative fundraising.

Enact a community outreach program.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



EXISTING SITE CONDITIONS 5

EXISTING DOWNTOWN

Downtown Mercer Island is currently domi-
nated by a pattern of single use, low rise build-
ings, seperated from the street by parking lots.
The new street improvements, however, now
provide the infrastructure upon which to build
pedestrian oriented streets. The existing blocks
west of 78th are 800 feet in length; far too long
for sufficient circulation of cars and pedestri-
ans. :
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TOWN CENTER PLAN

The Town Center Plan reverses the existing pat-
tern by locating buildings long the sidewalks
(setback between 0 and 10 feet) and moving
the parking out of sight behind the buildings.
Parking lots are accessed off secondary streets
only. The large blocks are broken up with an
new 31st street and a 30th lane.
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The Town Center Plan is based on the Comprehensive Plan which identifies the entire district as a mixed-
use zone with the development of 78th Avenue as the major pedestrian-oriented retail street, a location of a
“town center” around the intersection of 27th and 78th, and a major parking facility in the station area north
of 27th and 78th. The plan creates a “station square” as the town center, and lines 78th with mixed-use
buildings that have ground floor retail with parking behind. A second civic square is located at 30th and
78th to bring day and night activity to the south end of the street. In order to increase circulation, the
proposal calls for the creation of two new streets, 26th between 76th and 77th, and 31st street between 77th
and 78th and an extension of 28th west of 78th as a lane.
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PUBLIC BUILDINGS

PUBLIC SPACES & BUILDINGS
The quarter-mile or a 5 minute walk, is the measure of a neighborhood. In the Town Center Plan, there are
placed the Station Square, with the transit station, and The Civic Square, with its public theater, a quarter
mile from each other. Within another quarter mile south of Civic Square is the Mercerdale Park, site of the
recycling center, a social magnet. This even distribution of public spaces and building will act as the social
centers of downtown.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



NEIGHBORHOOD CENTERS

THE CIVIC SQUARE
A public theatre on the new square at South 78th Street would provide nightime activity.
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STATION SQUARE
A retail / office bulding, train station and hotel provide around the clock activity on the new square.
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STATION SQUARE FROM ABOVE
Station Square is defined by three buildings: the station, a hotel with meeting rooms, and an office/retail/
theater building. Within the square is a half acre park placed amongst a convergence of retail, day care,
city offices and transit drop-offs and pick-ups - a center of civic activity.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



STATION SQUARE 10

MERCER STATION FROM INTERSTATE 90
The station platform itself is within the I-90 right-of-way, and is raised above the roar of the
automobile traffic to a level about 10 feet below Station Square.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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STATION SQUARE PLAN
The station is accessable off the square and from a drop-off at the 80th Avenue bridge. Riders walk down
one level of wide steps and across a covered bridge lined with flower, news and coffee stalls. The bike trail
is maintained behind the station with covered bike parking for commuters.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



STATION SQUARE 12

R

THE HOTEL AT STATION SQUARE
The hotel has a green court entry off 77th which is through an open archway to the station square. The
Square and the hotel court provide more artwalk opportunities. Hotel guests can walk or commute to their
appointments and enjoy the restaurants and theaters in the evening, strolling 78th Avenue.

MERCER STATION
Those arriving at the station can drop off the kids at day care and laundry at the cleaners, grab a newspa-
per and a coffee on the bridge, and board the train.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT 13

EcoNoMiC AssessMENT OF OVERALL DEsIGN CONCEPT
The overall design concept addresses certain economic principals and is responsive to the find-
ings of the previous study. The key elements of the concept from an economic perspective are
described below.

Mix oF Uses

The concept includes a mix of uses which draw support from off-island, the island as a whole, and
from the downtown itself.

. There is a range of housing available from two story townhouses to housing over retail, to
park-like residential blocks. The characteristics of the housing in the downtown will change over
time in response to other development. Initially, the development will likely feature large units in
single purpose residential structures (or structures with some retail).

. Office development is provided in street front facilities, between retail and residential in
mixed use facilities, or in commercial structures (including office and retail). Such development
would meet the needs of Island-serving office users.

. Retail development is accommodated in street front space for convenience retail, small
scale retail complexes on the ground floor of mixed use buildings, and at stands and carts. Large
scale retail such as grocery stores would remain where they currently exist. There are various sites
offering special opportunities for restaurant development - either around public plazas, central
courtyards or upper level view space. A movie theater is shown. Such a theater could offer
classic, art, or second run films; or if competitive conditions warranted, offer first run films in a
multi-screen format.

. Hotel development is shown on a site facing on the station square. Such a site offers the
kind of high amenity setting which would be necessary for a specialty inn as suggested in the
previous market overview.

PRroviISION OF PARKING

Provision of parking is a key element of the plan. Parking must be ample in amount and conve-
niently located to meet of the needs of tenants and users; designed to avoid the image of a vast
open parking lot; and available to developers at an affordable development cost. The plan calls
for 2 structures offering parking for commuters adjacent to the rail station. This parking could be
made available in off-hours for other users.

Other parking is to be offered in the interior of blocks throughout the downtown. Such parking
must be designed to assure service access to adjacent buildings and preserve an attractive
outlook for tenants of adjacent office or residential development. Some mechanism must be
devised to allow for coordinated management of parking facilities and some form of public
subsidy. One possibility is a downtown business improvement association which could manage
publicly funded parking structures on privately owned land.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT 14

CREATION OF AMENITY

The type of development which the City desires and which is shown in the plan will require
higher rents and sales prices for the new uses. Such increases will only be supportable if the
market perceives the downtown as an attractive place to locate. The plan shows several ameni-
ties which will contribute to this perception.

. The Station Square is the focal point of the development at the north end of downtown.
. The small square at 30th and 78th provides a similar feature to the south.

. The pedestrian oriented 78th provides a link between the two, effectively connecting the
downtown from north to south.

Additional public amenities to the east and west of 78th should be incorporated over time to
enhance the entire downtown.

User Draw )

Inclusion of a special attraction can provide a catalyst for additional development. The plan
includes several such attractions.

. The transit station will generate traffic including both inbound and outbound commut-
ers. These users will require a variety of convenience goods and services - coffee, newspapers,
drycleaning, and daycare. In addition, these users will be exposed to other businesses which
they may choose to patronize at times other than their daily commute.

. The public facilities such as a community center or community theater will attract users
to the downtown. Such facilities may complement the transit station as they attract users in the
evening and/or weekends.

* Some private commercial establishments create a significant draw both locally and
regionally. Certain restaurants achieve this status as do certain specialty retailers. Similarly a
movie theater can serve as this type of draw.

OBJECTIVES, FOR DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS
The conclusion of the previous economic analysis and the assessment of the overall concept
support the identification of demonstration projects which offer the following;

. A demonstration project offering residential development with ground floor retail space
and surface parking would be feasible and could be developed now.
. Demonstration projects featuring higher intensity mix use development can be devel-

oped over time to take advantage of the new amenities created in downtown as well as invest-
ments in public parking and other elements of a coordinated parking strategy.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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In addition to the Station Square, four demonstration projects, comprising the surrounding par-
cels, were detailed in the workshop. The purpose was to test the zoning and architectural coding
proposals for financial /market feasibility. Each project was designed in 1/16” scale and under the
market advise and financial analysis of the economic team. The conclusion of the previous eco-
nomic analysis and the assessment of the overall concept support the identification of demonstra-
tion projects which offer the following: a demonstration project offering residential development
with ground floor retail space and surface parking would be feasible and could be developed
now, and demonstration projects featuring higher intensity mix use development can be devel-
oped over time to take advantage of the new amenities created in downtown as well as invest-
ments in public parking and other elements of a coordinated parking strategy.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #1
27th Street is lined with three story apartment buildings with ground floor retail and surface park-
ing. North of 27th are townhouses with parking tucked under, arranged around green court-
yards. A new extension of 25th Street increases circulation and allows the easy development of
the north area of the site. Property ownership allows the key site at the corner of 77th and 27th to
be developed without further land assemblage.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS 17

TOWN HOUSES
Townhouses are arranged around garden courtyards resulting in a low scale appearance on the street.

Response to the Market

The demonstration project responds to the current strong conditions for condominium develop-
ment. Assumed sales prices for the residential units are equivalent to current values of $140-150
per square foot, at the low end of the range identified in the market overview. This assumption
reflects the fact that this project would be one of the first under the new Downtown Plan. It would
benefit, however, from the established retail development on the south side of 27th. Marketability
of the condominiums will be sensitive to future development of property to the north. Develop-
ment regulations prepared for the downtown must have provisions to maintain view corridors
and assure an attractive development setting.

Feasibility Requirements

The demonstration project was subjected to the same feasibility analysis as was used in the Down-
town Economic Study. That analysis considers the project as a whole and each individual use.
The projected annual income is translated into a value for the completed development. That
value is compared to the cost of development. If the value exceeds the cost, the development is
feasible under the stated assumptions. If not, the analysis calculates the conditions which would
have to exist - in terms of land price, construction cost or rental rates. The financial spreadsheets
and the construction cost estimates are included in an appendix to this report.

The results of the feasibility analysis indicate that the demonstration project is feasible given the
stated assumptions.

Timing of Development

The project could be developed in the immediate future given current market conditions. The
only qualification is that development regulations must be in place to assure complementary de-
velopment on the property to the north.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #2

Project #2 can be developed over time because it has 3 separate buildings. The buildings com-
bine ground level retail on 77th and 27th with offices and townhouses above. A three story
apartment building occupies the southeast corner of the site. Parking positioned below grade.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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Response to Market
The project responds to current market realities in that one of the structures is residential only, the

use with the strongest support in the market. Office space is provided in the other buildings, and
such development may be justified at a later time.

Feasibility Analysis

The demonstration project was subjected to the same feasibility analysis as was used in the Down-
town Economic Study. That analysis considers the project as a whole and each individual use.
The projected annual income is translated into a value for the completed development. That
value is compared to the cost of development. If the value exceeds the cost, the development is
feasible under the stated assumptions. If not, the analysis calculates the conditions which would
have to exist - in terms of land price, construction cost or rental rates. The financial spreadsheets
and the construction cost estimates are included in an appendix to this report.
The overall project is not feasible at this time. There are two primary reasons for the result: the
office development cannot support its costs given current market conditions, and the cost of un-
derground parking is greater than the project can support. The demonstration project would be
feasible, when:
- Office rents reach a level of $24 per square foot per year (versus an assumed value of
$19).
~ The net cost of parking development is reduced through a combination of revenue
generated from charges for parking and some public funding of structured parking.

Timing of Development

Market conditions will improve through a combination of the recovery of the regional office mar-
ket and increased desirability of downtown Mercer Island. The former condition will certainly
occur within the next five years while the latter will occur over a longer period with implementa-
tion of many of the public plan elements.

27TH STREET APARTMENTS
Apartments above retail bring around the clock activity to 27th street.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #3
The utimate buildout of this project positions buildings on three perimeter edges of a block cre-
ated by a new lane along the southern border of the site. In phase one, a bank with offices and
condos above is built on the southeast corner along 77th. The drive-in is accessed from 76th
Avenue. A five story retail/office/condo fills out the Northeast corner. Phase two completes the
buildout by relocating the bank to the Northwest corner, positioning the drive-thru along 76th. A
parking deck is added in the center of the block.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS 21

DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #3
Response to the Market
The demonstration project combines residential uses which are strong given current market con-
ditions, and commercial uses which will benefit from the proximity to the transit station, and the
public amenities in the area.

Feasibility Requiremen

The demonstration project was subjected to the same feasibility analysis as was used in the Down-
town Economic Study. That analysis considers the project as a whole and each individual use.
The projected annual income is translated into a value for the completed development. That
value is compared to the cost of development. If the value exceeds the cost, the development is
feasible under the stated assumptions. If not, the analysis calculates the conditions which would
have to exist - in terms of land price, construction cost or rental rates.

The overall project is not feasible at this time. There are two primary reasons for the result: the

office development cannot support its costs given current market conditions, and the cost of un-

derground parking is greater than the project can support. The demonstration project would be

feasible, if and when: :

- Office rents reach a level of $21 per square foot per year (versus an assumed value of $19).

- The net cost of parking development is reduced through a combination of revenue gener
ated from charges for parking and some public funding of structured parking.

Timing of Development

Market conditions will improve through a combination of the recovery of the regional office mar-
ket and increased desirability of downtown Mercer Island. The former condition will certainly
occur within the next five years while the latter will occur over a longer period with implementa-
tion of many of the public plan elements. The improvements shown for Station Square will have
a significant positive impact on the marketability of this project.

It may be feasible to develop the project in phases to increase utilization of the site without jeopar-
dizing the income stream from existing buildings.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN
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27TH STREET AT STATION SQUARE
Theatres, office, retail and residential surround the station square area.
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78TH AVENUE
The predominant street section is three stories setback ten feet from the sidewalk. One to two story bays
may encroach within four feet. Five stories are allowed at corners with zero setback.
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #4
A five story retail / office building is positioned at the northwest corner, with a three story retail/
office/residential building on 78th. The 27th street building is a 1 1/2 story retail structure. Park-
ing is three levels, 1 1/2 of which are below grade.
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECT #4

Response to Market

The demonstration project combines residential uses which are strong given current market con-
ditions, and commercial uses which will benefit from the proximity to the transit station and the
public amenities in the area.

Feasibility Requirements

The demonstration project was subjected to the same feasibility analysis as was used in the Down-
town Economic Study. That analysis considers the project as a whole and each individual use.
The projected annual income is translated into a value for the completed development. That
value is compared to the cost of development. If the value exceeds the cost, the development is
feasible under the stated assumptions. If not, the analysis calculates the conditions which would
have to exist - in terms of land price, construction cost or rental rate.

The overall project is not feasible at this time. There are two primary reasons for the result: the

office development cannot support its costs given current market conditions, the residential de-

velopment does not quite cover its development costs and the cost of underground parking is

greater than the project can support. The demonstration project would be feasible, when:

- Office rents reach a level of $25 per square foot per year (versus an assumed value of
$19).

- The net cost of parking development is reduced through a combination of revenue
generated from charges for parking and some public funding of underground parking.

- The residential development can achieve a balance of cost of development and support
able sales prices.

Timing of Development

Market conditions will improve through a combination of the recovery of the regional office mar-
ket and increased desirability of downtown Mercer Island. The former condition will certainly
occur within the next five years while the latter will occur over a longer period with implementa-
tion of many of the public plan elements.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS 25

p— ey ——

p———y g
| | | ]

78TH STREET
Buildings vary between one and one half stories mid block to five stories on the corners.
Setbacks allow for cafes and plantings.
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78TH AVENUE BUILDING ELEVATIONS
Mixed use buildings of ground floor shops, upper floor apartments and offices with mid block parking,
vary in height from as low as one floor in the mid blocks to five stories at the corners.

STATION SQUARE BUILDING ELEVATIONS
The pedestrian's walk through the Station Squareto Mercer Station is lined by mixed use buildings, which
back onto the highway and park & ride lots.
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7
~ ~ Mid-Block Zones:
~ k ' sMeasured from corners of R.O.W.
/ - 75 feet along avenues
g - 100 feet along streets
i «Primary Buildings:
o /\-\ -Req'd setback from RO.W. @ ten feet
S S .

.. -3.5 story maximum

1
!
1
1,
/ *Encroachments into front setback
" -Req'd setback from R.O.W. @ 4 feet )
- B -Building elements allowed: Awnings, bays, vestibules, outdoor
RS Q‘ ‘ cafes, door yards, garden walls, front porches

—7
~,

General Notes:
*Horizontal Transition Line req'd. @ 25 - 30 ft. above grade
*Glazing requirements

-below HTL - 80% maximum

-above HTL - 35% maximum

Block Corner Zones:
*Measured from corners of R.O.W.
- 75 feet along avenues
- 100 feet along streets
*Zero feet setback from R.O.W.
Five story tower allowed - Max. 3,200 sq.ft. footprint
*Four stories allowable - Max. 7,500 sq.{t. building footprint

BUILDING PLACEMENT AND MASSING
The placement of buildings along 78th is intended to provide a variety of height and setback while
maintaining a unified street edge. In general, corner sites are allowed to be built to 5 stories and
are placed to the sidewalk right-of-way. Mid-block sites can go to 3 1/2 stories and are set back 10
feet from the right-of-way, with 2 story building elements set back 4 feet. These setbacks give way
to existing trees and provide space for outdoor seating and displays, (see details in above draw-
ing).
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PEDESTRIAN WAY
=zz==zzx) BUS ACCESS AND EGRESS

CARS AND BUSES
In order to activate 78th street with pedestrians, the parking is distributed in the center of each
block. Car access is from the secondary streets, with pedestrian paths linking the lots to 78th.
Parking is managed so that adequate spaces are quaranteed for commercial, and residential uses.
The local bus system serves the station by entering Station Square at 78th and exiting the square
via the new street north of the hotel.
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Introduction

Mercer Island now faces the challenge of taking the bold Town Center vision and making it a
reality. This chapter offers some guidance in that endeavor. It bases its recommendations on the
successful implementation strategy used by the Seattle Commons project, a redevelopment effort
in the South Lake Union area of downtown Seattle.

Making It Work on Mercer Island: Start with a Vision

How do you make the Town Center design work? Step one is to create the “vision”. The work-
shop has successfully done that. The Seattle Commons project began when Seattle Times colum-
nist John Hinterberger proposed the vision of a grand park in South Lake Union. In that article he
included a visual inset of what the park would look like from the air. The next big boost for this
vision was a design workshop sponsored by the University of Washington in the spring of 1992.
What resulted was a tremendous visual image, just as the ones that were produced during Mercer
Island’s workshop.

Any redevelopment as large as that being contemplated on Mercer Island will need the direct
endorsement of literally hundreds of people, including landowners, developers, employees in the
area, business owners in the CBD, surrounding residents, City Councilmembers. And that is just
the beginning. Support will be necessary from the thousands of others who live and work on
Mercer Island. Afterall, they will be the ones “using” the new Town Center in the future. Nothing
short of a compelling vision will assure the allegiance of such a disparate group.

Mercer Island has done a fine job creating such a vision. Results of the design workshop have
already attracted the interest of many groups, including landowners, whose cooperation with the
city and “citizen” planners would not otherwise be expected.

But where does Mercer Island go from here? How does it take the vision that has emerged from
the five-day workshop and sustain it? This is where the experience of the Commons is very in-
structive.

Mercer Island needs to do the same. Whether it creates an entirely private 501(c)(3) non-profit like
the Commons, a Public Development Authority (PDA), or some other entity doesn’t probably
matter. The important attribute is that it be separate from the city and somewhat independent.
Once established, this entity will need to involve a mix of all of the key players on its board —
landowners, business owners, residents, employees, civic leaders, design experts, and others. The
Commons board is 60 people strong and still growing. Representation runs the spectrum from
former Governor Dan Evans to a school teacher who lives in the planning area. Still others are
involved in ongoing working groups. The Commons has over a dozen such groups, including
Housing, Transportation, Public Safety, and — perhaps most important of all! — Parking. Almost
all of these groups are relevant to the situation on Mercer Island. The board and working group
model has proved very valuable for including the widest number of people and thereby spread-
ing ownership of the project over a tremendously diverse base. By involving so many peopleat so
many levels, the Commons effort rivals any citizen planning initiative ever seen in the City of
Seattle.

Not everyone, of course, is going to “share” the vision, especially not at first. However, the more
people are involved in the process the higher the acceptance rate. People who would not have
supported the Commons plan did so after involving themselves and thereby becoming better
acquainted with the overall mission. Like the Commons, Mercer Island’s plan is sophisticated
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How do you make the Town Center design work? Step one is to create the “vision”. The work-
shop has successfully done that. The Seattle Commons project began when Seattle Times colum-
nist John Hinterberger proposed the vision of a grand park in South Lake Union. In that article he
included a visual inset of what the park would look like from the air. The next big boost for this
vision was a design workshop sponsored by the University of Washington in the spring of 1992.
What resulted was a tremendous visual image, just as the ones that were produced during Mercer
Island’s workshop.

Any redevelopment as large as that being contemplated on Mercer Island will need the direct
endorsement of literally hundreds of people, including landowners, developers, employees in the
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the beginning. Support will be necessary from the thousands of others who live and work on
Mercer Island. After all, they will be the ones “using” the new Town Center in the future. Nothing
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Mercer Island has done a fine job creating such a vision. Results of the design workshop have
already attracted the interest of many groups, including landowners, whose cooperation with the
city and “citizen” planners would not otherwise be expected.

But where does Mercer Island go from here? How does it take the vision that has emerged from
the five-day workshop and sustain it? This is where the experience of the Commons is very in-
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Mercer Island needs to do the same. Whether it creates an entirely private 501(c)(3) non-profit like
the Commons, a Public Development Authority (PDA), or some other entity doesn’t probably
matter. The important attribute is that it be separate from the city and somewhat independent.
Once established, this entity will need to involve a mix of all of the key players on its board —
landowners, business owners, residents, employees, civic leaders, design experts, and others. The
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involved in ongoing working groups. The Commons has over a dozen such groups, including
Housing, Transportation, Public Safety, and — perhaps most important of all! — Parking. Almost
all of these groups are relevant to the situation on Mercer Island. The board and working group
model has proved very valuable for including the widest number of people and thereby spread-
ing ownership of the project over a tremendously diverse base. By involving so many people at so
many levels, the Commons effort rivals any citizen planning initiative ever seen in the City of
Seattle.

Not everyone, of course, is going to “share” the vision, especially not at first. However, the more
people are involved in the process the higher the acceptance rate. People who would not have
supported the Commons plan did so after involving themselves and thereby becoming better
acquainted with the overall mission. Like the Commons, Mercer Island’s plan is sophisticated
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and involves a complex set of tradeoffs. They won’t be sufficiently appreciated by those who are
distant from the process. The Commons has over 250 people involved in working groups — all of
whom helped develop the details of the plan.

The custodian entity, however, needs to be flexible enough to allow for amendment when better
ideas come along. Several key components of the Commons plan — including zoning, park bound-
aries, and affordable housing targets — were altered when people involved themselves and made
compelling arguments that some recommendations be reconsidered. Mercer Island needs to trust
that what was produced during the five-day design workshop will evolve into a better product
over time. Don't be afraid for that to happen. The Commons vision has grown and improved in
the last 2 1/2 years by such post-design input.

Giving the vision an organizational home ensures that it won’t sit on a shelf and rot. And because
this structure takes the leadership out of the hands of the city, it allows for a great deal of citizen
participation and, accordingly, ownership. The Commons has found that a private entity whose
sole focus was planning for South Lake Union got more done — and faster — than the City’s
Planning Department would have, because of all the other city planning projects that would have
competed for staff time.

The luxury of conducting planning through a private organization, or even a quasi-private orga-
nization, requires a good amount of fundraising, which is the next topic to consider.

Creating a “Custodian” of the Vision

The single most important lesson about implementation to learn from the Commons is to find the
right mechanism to’ act as the “custodian” of this vision that has now been created. John
Hinterberger, though a fine man, could not have sustained his dream for a magnificent park in
South Lake Union alone. A group of interested citizens — independent of the City — set up a non-
profit corporation with a board of directors and small staff. At first, the staff was not getting paid.
The Commons director, in fact, donated 6 months of his time to getting the embryonic organiza-
tion off the ground. Many Commons staffers began as volunteers, some even for months.

Mercer Island needs to do the same. Whether it creates an entirely private 501(c)(3) non-profit like
the Commons, a Public Development Authority (PDA), or some other entity doesn’t probably
matter. The important attribute is that it be separate from the city and somewhat independent.
Once established, this entity will need to involve a mix of all of the key players on its board —
landowners, business owners, residents, employees, civicleaders, design experts, and others. The
Commons board is 60 people strong and still growing. Representation runs the spectrum from
former Governor Dan Evans to a school teacher who lives in the planning area. Still others are
involved in ongoing working groups. The Commons has over a dozen such groups, including
Housing, Transportation, Public Safety, and — perhaps most important of all! — Parking. Almost
all of these groups are relevant to the situation on Mercer Island. The board and working group
model has proved very valuable for including the widest number of people and thereby spread-
ing ownership of the project over a tremendously diverse base. By involving so many people at so
many levels, the Commons effort rivals any citizen planning initiative ever seen in the City of
Seattle.

Not everyone, of course, is going to “share” the vision, especially not at first. However, the more
people are involved in the process the higher the acceptance rate. People who would not have
supported the Commons plan did so after involving themselves and thereby becoming better
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acquainted with the overall mission. Like the Commons, Mercer Island’s plan is sophisticated
and involves a complex set of tradeoffs. They won't be sufficiently appreciated by those who are
distant from the process. The Commons has over 250 people involved in working groups — all of
whom helped develop the details of the plan.

The custodian entity, however, needs to be flexible enough to allow for amendment when better
ideas come along. Several key components of the Commons plan — including zoning, park bound-
aries, and affordable housing targets — were altered when people involved themselves and made
compelling arguments that some recommendations be reconsidered. Mercer Island needs to trust
that what was produced during the five-day design workshop will evolve into a better product
over time. Don’t be afraid for that to happen. The Commons vision has grown and improved in
the last 2 1/2 years by such post-design input.

Giving the vision an organizational home ensures that it won't sit on a shelf and rot. And because
this structure takes the leadership out of the hands of the city, it allows for a great deal of citizen
participation and, accordingly, ownership. The Commons has found that a private entity whose
sole focus was planning for South Lake Union got more done — and faster — than the City’s
Planning Department would have, because of all the other city planning projects that would have
competed for staff time.

The luxury of conducting planning through a private organization, or even a quasi-private orga-
nization, requires a good amount of fundraising, which is the next topic to consider.

Fundraising: The Public/Private Partnership

Many react to talk of a private entity with enthusiasm, but soon thereafter ask: “This sounds
great, but you can’t do it without money!” That's right, but probably not as much as the ques-
tioners think. The Commons has been as successful leveraging volunteer effort as it has been in
raising money. The board and working groups members have donated countless hours of
professional expertise to the cause of moving the project forward. That effort has been accom-
panied, to be sure, by success in receiving private dollars to help advance that cause.

In October of 1992, Paul Allen extended to the Commons a generous $20 million line of credit
for property acquisition. That gesture has been tremendously valuable in allowing the organi-
zation to buy key parcels to hold for eventual conversion to park space. Land acquisition has
also been valuable as a symbolic show of momentum. There is no magic about how to convince
those with such means to become involved. Mr. Allen and the others who have contributed to
the Commons project did so because the vision was solid, the organizational structure was in
place, and the need was clearly demonstrated.

If the Commons experience is a good guide, Mercer Island should be able to find the funds to
sustain some kind of organizational custodian — not to mention land purchases — if it is done
right. Island citizens are too committed to making their city a better place not to nurture good
projects. Mercer Island will get private financial participation if it demonstrates that it deserves
such help. Be creative. Sell bricks to the plaza to gain some seed money for the effort. Go to the
foundations that specialize in giving to such planning projects. There are several foundations —
local, regional, and national — that give to efforts whose advantages are as numerous as the
Town Center design. Grantmakers have a right that Mercer Island clearly demonstrates the
success that will be achieved by funding a private group; if it does, Mercer Island is likely to
find there’s more than enough goodwill to help out. The City will probably need to jump-start
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the effort with some funds. But it won’t take much, and it is likely to leverage quite a bit from the
private sector in response.

Mr. Allen’s gesture was so important because it gave the Seattle Commons vision a foothold in the
area. Once the Commons became landowners, the vision seemed that much more real — to those
directly involved and to others who were just watching. The same would be the case on Mercer
Island. Because of the design, there are many advantages in securing the triangle parcel adjacent
to the freeway. Not only would it make things logistically easier, it will be a powerful symbolic
statement. This vision will move a lot closer to reality once at least some property is controlled.
Perhaps the city in conjunction with the RTA could buy and hold it. Or perhaps you can gather a
consortium of islanders who can, a la Paul Allen, buy those parcels and hold them for the public
good.

Importance of a Headquarters

Opening a visible, accessible office is another important step. This can probably be done with
little or no money. Perhaps someone will be willing to offer desk space in an existing facility.
That's how the Commons got started. Mercer Island’s space should be right in the CBD; it should
be available for citizens to come by and look at materials presented in an understandable way and
talk to someone.

The importance of having a street presence can’t be overstressed. There is another “Commons”
project happening in Seattle, centered at the intersection of 23rd and Union in Seattle’s Central
District. In June of 1993, a group called the “Midtown Commons” formed. The name and struc-
ture was inspired from the Seattle Commons project. The scale of their project is very close to
Mercer Island’s Town Center. Midtown Commons doesn’t own any land, and yet it is are making
a lot of progress. It has donated office space right in the heart of the project study area. Like the
Seattle Commons, it has been able to get landowners in the area to be a part of shaping and imple-
menting the vision. One of the major landowners has already redeveloped in concert with the
Midtown Commons’ vision. It’s in his building that the group gets its space.

Mercer Island is likely to find that most landowners will be a part of a vision if it makes sense and
is backed up by a great deal of public support. How can’t they?

Many of the major landowners in the Mercer Island Town Center study area participated actively
in the five-day workshop. In a lot of ways it's easier for those who don’t own the property in the
center of the study area to imagine the compelling pictures that were produced at the workshop
becoming reality. The landowner, however, is the one who actually has to take therisk. But if the
Commons experience is anything, landowners get excited by such planning processes. After all,
it’s not every lifetime that a property owner finds himself or herself in the middle of something
exciting. They recognize the benefit of the attention and the resources that accompany it.

On occasion, of course, patience is required. Not every landowner is going to immediately appre-
ciate the benefits that the Town Center vision is going to provide. It took two years of work on the
part of the Commons to convince The Seattle Times Co. that it was better to build a new printing
facility not in the middle of the proposed park, but on some of the sides streets instead. That
message didn’t exactly resonate at first. The Commons kept trying, though. Today it owns $6
million worth of Times property that sits in the heart of the park path. Win-win’s do occur. Look
for them wherever you can — and make them happen.

CITY OF MERCER ISLAND TOWN CENTER PLAN



NEXT STEPS 33

Community Outreach

The entity created on Mercer Island will need to have as one of it's goals not just working with the
local players, including landowners, but with all the residents of the Island. These people are
going to need to be touched with the vision and they will need to be explained all the benefits. The
Commons has spent quite a bit of its resources distributing maps of the vision along with a written
explanation of all the benefits, including added tax base, reduced traffic congestion by putting
people closer to their jobs, etc.

Undoubtedly the exact benefits of the Town Center design on Mercer Island are going to be differ-
ent from those brought to South Lake Union by the Commons project. The strategy is the same,
however. Mercer Island needs to make sure its community understands the project. Do home
gatherings, do lunchtime presentations to employees in the CBD, set up booths at the Island festi-
vals, even send out information with the utility bills. Let people know how the Town Center
design is going to improve their lives, including enhancing public safety by adding more activity
downtown,; let them know how its going to help reduce traffic by making it easier to use transit;
and let them know how this will provide housing for those in retirement who want to stay on the
island. In short, be relentless about the product and its benefits. The Commons has taken its cues
from the private sector, which heavily advertises and markets its products. Don’t expect that “do
good” projects will automatically resonate with citizens who aren’t involved in the process. Better
to expect that they will need some persuasion.

Create an endorsement card on which the Town Center vision is described. The Commons has
over 20,000 people, mostly in Seattle, who have signed such a vision card. They were collected by
setting up booths as Greenlake, Safeway stores, community festivals, etc. And don’t forget orga-
nizational and corporate endorsements. The Commons has sought and received support from
groups such as the Downtown Seattle Association, the Greenlake Community Council, the p-
patch association, etc.

Conclusion

Creating a compelling design, which Mercer Island has done, is an important first step. But a
commitment to making the next step is needed or else the workshop’s product will not see the
light of day. Something may happen, but it will be luck if it ends up turning out anything near
what was envisioned in the design.

The effort and success-to-date of the Seattle Commons is a valuable guide for Mercer Island to
consider. Create an organization with an street-front office; be creative about how to fundraise;
involve people on boards and working groups; be flexible; educate the public through regular
contact, buy land if at all possible; and be relentless! If Mercer Island is all those things, I guaran-
tee that you will find the kinds of resources it will need and the kind of cooperation that is re-
quired.

As Peter Katz (urban planner and Mercer Island native) has so eloquently written, there is a new
kind of urbanism taking root around the country. Mercer Island can be a part of that movement.
The Island has too many resources — both financial and human — not to make this work. Itis the
envy of so many other communities around this region. If Mercer Island can’t do it, we should
worry about what that says for all the other communities starting with so many more handicaps.
Go out and show the region that the Island is up to the challenge.

The Seattle Commons is always available to guide you along the way.
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APPENDIX1

Summary of Previous Economic Study

The Vision for Downtown Mercer Island will require an active partnership of the public and pri-
vate sectors. Regardless of what the public sector does, the Vision will not be achieved if there is
not sufficient incentive to attract private investment. The factors considered in the preparation of
the design concept for downtown included the economic issues of demand and feasibility. The
purpose of the economic analysis was to provide a test of the overall downtown concept and the
demonstration projects to assure that the development shown has a realistic chance of occurring.
The economic analysis for the Design Workshop represents an extension of an earlier economic
study of the Mercer Island CBD. That study is documented in a report, Economic Analysis of
Proposed Downtown Land Use Plan. The conclusions of that study are presented below along
with an assessment of the overall design concept and individual demonstration projects.

The previous study included an overview of the market demand for various potential land uses,
and a financial analysis of alternative development schemes on sites throughout the downtown.
The findings of the market overview are as follows:

. The City’s designation as an activity center in the vision for the Puget Sound region is a
realistic role for the City. Given that role, the Mercer Island Downtown can expect to attract the
Island’s employment growth and multifamily development.

. Office development in the downtown will attract primarily Island-serving uses, but may
also attract some regional serving uses because of its good highway access, large local telephone
calling area and attractive residential community.

J Retail sales figures indicate that Mercer Island loses significant levels of spending in cat-
egories where local businesses should be competitive. Further, the experience of new stores such
as QFC indicates that the downtown can attract spending by non-Island residents.

. There is only limited lodging development on the Island at this time. The Island could
attract either a highway oriented hotel or smaller specialty inn. The ability to capture the first
opportunity is limited by the lack of visibility of the downtown from the freeway. The ability to
capture the second opportunity is dependent on creating a high amenity setting.

. There is a strong potential for residential development in the Downtown. While much of
the existing multifamily development is 15-25 years old, very recent developments have achieved
high sales prices or rents. Likely residents would seek larger than average units, and would pay
relatively high rents or sales prices.

The financial analysis involved comparing the completed value of alternative development schemes
(based on projected income) with the cost of development. The analysis provided a conclusion as
to whether there was an adequate return on investment for a particular scheme and perhaps more
important, identified the conditions under which a scheme could meet those requirements. The
results of the analysis are as follows:

1. The only type of development which would meet the City’s objectives in the near
term is residential development.

2. The prospects for feasibility of other desired uses will improve over the longer term
as local and regional development pressures increase.

3.  Thecost of providing underground parking is the major impediment to more intense
development. This impediment will be reduced over time, as resistance to paid park-
ing diminishes. Further, it could be reduced with public investment in parking fa-
cilities. :

4.  Ground floor retail can be a strong contributor to development feasibility on sites
with good visibility, access, and surrounding activity.
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The potential for redevelopment (additional development on existing developed sites)
is limited at this time because it would require underground parking.

The types of housing considered in the analysis would not meet the need for afford-
able housing.
The potential for feasible development on smaller sites is less than the potential on
larger sites, because of practical development constraints on such sites.
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DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS FINANCIAL FEASIBILITY ANALYSIS
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