
June 28, 2008

Comments to the Olympia Planning Commission
Re: The Urban Waterfront Rezone and Height Amendment Proposal (Chapter 7 of the
2008 Comprehensive Plan Amendment Process)
From: Thad Curtz - as an individual, and as a member of Friends of the Waterfront

Introduction:

Everyone agrees with the general formulas of "smart growth," and everyone wants more
housing downtown. There are clouds of distracting details, of course, but you and the city
really face three central questions in deciding what should be done about this rezone
application.

1. Do we have to have this rezone and Triway's project to "jump start" housing
downtown?

2. Many generalizations about the value of smart growth and more housing downtown are
repeated again and again in the application, the EIS, and comments. How well do these
generalizations, which are true about lots of projects, actually fit Triway's and the similar
buildings this rezone would eventually lead to on the other parcels?

3. How should the city assess the costs of the effects of the proposed rezone on views and
on people's experience of the park and the isthmus?

I'd like to begin with the question about "jump-starting" development for two reasons.
First, it seems to be the heart of the issue for many people who want the rezone. Second,
people who believe we have to have Triway's project to jump-start development don't
care that much about how well or poorly it might meet smart growth goals. It's important
for them because they believe it will get us to the promised land, like Moses - to other
projects that will follow and will fulfill smart growth's goals, even if it doesn't make it
there itself.

However, if we don't have to have Triway's complex to jump-start everything else, then
assessing the project on its own merits becomes essential - which takes us to Questions 2
and 3, the rest of this discussion.

The overall argument of this long piece is simple.

1. Over the next twenty years, ongoing market conditions like population pressures,
land costs, gas prices, and so on will determine what housing gets built
downtown, not whether a single project right now magically “jump-starts” some
irreversible cascading sequence of building.
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2. The actual projected benefits of this particular rezone for downtown business and
for Olympia’s sustainability goals are not large. They all would be equally well
achieved with housing elsewhere downtown on land that’s already zoned to allow
tall buildings, and has good waterfront views. (In fact, the gains to the Plan’s
sustainability goals would be larger if the tax exemption were used to support
downtown housing for people who were likely to be going to work every day, and
much larger if the property tax benefits were used to promote other projects, such
as rewarding a much larger number of people for improving the insulation in their
houses.)

The gains are tiny on the scale of county-wide problems like the number of cars
on the road or the number of bus riders or even the percentage of land devoted to
housing. But the costs are concentrated as a significant loss to a unique piece of
land which is the heart of city to a very large number of people.

3. In human terms, the situation’s sad and ironic. Mr. Vo wants to build a grand
legacy project in and for the City, out of generous and admirable feelings for the
country and the community. But that project on this site will actually make two-
thirds of the community feel badly every time they look at it.

4. This small piece of land is not the right place in the city for tall buildings, and the
city should decline to rezone this land. (We should hope that it continues to be
financially unattractive to build there at the 35’ allowed by the current zoning.)
Most importantly, staff and the Planning Commission, and the City Council
should work with Triway, the State, the Port, and all the citizens passionately
involved with this issue to find a more satisfactory way for Triway to build the
sort of project it wants to somewhere else downtown and for the city and state to
add this land to the park, even if it takes patience.

Incidentally, I haven’t been meticulous about going back and forth at every step in what
follows between the project that Triway’s sketched in some detail as part of its efforts to
get the rezone, and the actual application, which covers twice as much land. From the
beginning, it has seemed that most of the rest of the land was only included for two
reasons – as bargaining chips to be given away in the name of “compromise”, and as an
attempt to defend the project against being challenged as “spot zoning”. (See the
comments in Appendix 1 on the first issue; the June 20, 2008 letter to staff from Christine
Phillips of BCRA explicitly says the second issue was their reason for incorporating land
that they knew the city already owned or was committed to buying for the park and
nevertheless trying to get it zoned UW-H.)

Now both staff and Triway (in its letter of June 20th) agree that the fountain block parcels
and the lots on the north side of 4th Avenue W should be removed from the application.
Since the Capitol Center building’s being re-habbed and the Image Source building is
relatively new, the changes the rezone would produce for the foreseeable future are in
fact identical to Triway’s complex. So I haven’t taken the time to go through each
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argument with Triway’s complex and then with the whole rezone proposal. However, the
points I make basically also apply to additional projects of the same sort on this site,
although Triway’s commitment to a legacy project with a small number of very
expensive condos would produce particularly unimpressive sustainability gains.

Part 1 - Do We Need to "Jump-Start" Development?

In various ways, many supporters of the rezone claim that "No market-rate housing has
been built downtown for the last 20 or 30 years; therefore none will be built in the future
unless we allow this rezone."

This might or might not be true. Logically, it's no different than saying "Housing prices
have been going up for thirty years, therefore they’ll never go down,” or "He's been
treating her like that for 20 or 30 years; therefore she'll never leave him." Some things do
change, gradually or suddenly, including the economic conditions that govern
development...

The argument about jump-starting comes in two versions:

A. Some people claim that a luxury project like this, with very expensive housing on the
most desirable site in the city, is required to jump-start other housing.

The most vivid evidence against this claim is the market analysis Triway itself
commissioned from New Home Trends, Inc. and submitted with its application for the
rezone. After 47 pages of analysis, we reach the section on Conclusions and
Recommendations; Triway's own consultant does not advise jump-starting development
in downtown Olympia with a high-end project. In fact, they advise exactly the opposite
strategy for developing market-rate housing downtown:

The goal is to build smaller units that will keep the price down for the buyer, yet
allow the developer to build, due to the higher price of materials..... Do not lead
off with the waterfront project.... begin with a more affordable project that will
sell quicker, as there will be greater market depth. .... If you lead with a high-end
project, you risk leaving money on the table, or uncertain buyers and
appraisers.... Don't make the mistake ... Bremerton [did] by only bringing high-
end waterfront condominiums to the market.

(Application - Section 9, p. 49)

B. In the second version of this theory people claim that getting the ball rolling, with
some housing project or other, is really difficult. In this version, the first project doesn't
have to be a luxury project, but you do need to have special rewards for the first project
because a pioneer developer who's willing to take that first risk won't come along very
often, and won't take that first step without a lot of extra concessions. On this theory,
once things are started, everything suddenly becomes much easier and lots of
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development starts happening, because breaking the ice changes market conditions
dramatically.

In fact, housing gets built in downtowns when developers decide that economic
conditions are right, that there's sufficient customer demand, and that they can probably
make money building a project. If those conditions exist, somebody will start building. If
somebody takes a first step for purely personal reasons like the desire to build a legacy
project, or if market conditions change again so that other developers don't think further
buildings will be profitable, that first building will not jump-start development. Other
people will wait, until general market conditions are sufficiently promising again.

It’s easy to think that first projects jump-start development, because other development
generally follows them, but just because two things happen in succession does not mean
one causes the other. They may well both result from some other cause, like favorable
market conditions for development. In that situation, if the first project hadn't been built
because the developer decided to retire instead, the next project would have been built
anyway - and then it would have seemed to be the magic silver bullet that jump-started
further projects.

Given the projected growth in our area (another 166,000 people in the next 22 years, on
the Regional Planning Council's medium growth scenario), ongoing increases in the price
of gasoline, the aging of the population, and other changes detailed in Triway's own
market analysis, it's clear that even if Triway does not build this project, other people will
build a variety of housing downtown during the next twenty or thirty years.

What's the evidence for this?

1. Most obviously, the Conclusions and Recommendations section of Triway's own
market analysis says so:

In general, we feel downtown Olympia is overdue for all types of new housing.
The city has charm, personality, jobs and all of the other infrastructure in place
for downtown living such as dining, services, entertainment, shopping, public
transportation, and parks. In addition, downtown feels very safe, which is not the
case with all cities.

(Application Section 9, p. 50)

With the changing demographics, and the current income levels, we think there
could be multiple product types introduced into the downtown core at once:
Mixed-use apartments and condominiums as well as a higher-end waterfront
project. Target the different buyer profiles for each project, that way they will
not compete.

(Application Section 9, p. 49)
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(Triway has hired this company to do a number of previous analyses of the Olympia
market, so presumably they have a good opinion, based on experience, of the company's
ability to accurately assess market conditions here.)

2. A number of other recent city reports reach the same conclusion. As the Draft SEIS
states:

Multiple studies indicate that downtown Olympia has significant capacity to
absorb new housing. The Percival Landing Area Housing Study, City of
Olympia Downtown High Density Study, Waterfront Visioning Scoping Report,
and Olympia East Downtown Development Plan all point to Downtown
Olympia as an amenity-rich and desirable location for new housing, with
adequate infrastructure to accommodate a large proportion of Olympia and
Thurston County's regional growth.

(Draft SEIS, p. 7-9)

Knowledgeable people from the downtown business community also agree with Triway’s
market analysis. Ken Anderson, the president of Coldwell Banker Evergreen Olympic
Realty, was quoted in The Olympian in January 2007 discussing the plan to remodel the
Capitol Center building and saying: "Everybody we talk to is interested in condos." The
same article quotes the assessment of the executive director of the Olympia Downtown
Association, Connie Lorenz: "I do believe there is pent-up demand for condos
downtown."

3. There have been near misses lately. A couple of years ago, the Port of Olympia
announced plans to do a waterfront complex on the East Bay very much like Triway's
proposal - with offices, retail, a restaurant, a public plaza and up to 320 condos. Last fall,
Jim Potter submitted plans and applied for permits to convert 65,000 square feet of the
Capitol Center building to condos. Though it’s understandably frustrating and
disappointing that these projects weren’t completed, we do not think they show that new
housing will never be built unless something special is done. We think they indicate that
market conditions are becoming increasingly attractive in a number of places in the city
and we’ll inevitably get housing downtown, whether or not the isthmus is sacrificed for
the sake of development.

4. And in fact, new housing projects are actually already underway in downtown
Olympia. Condos are for sale in the building going up on Union and Capitol Way. The
city's just concluded a land deal with Colpitts Development to let them put up 120
apartments on Columbia and 4th, in the four blocks of existing UW-H zoning that the city
created as an alternative to rezoning the isthmus in 2002.
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In short, we do not think the evidence supports either version of the argument that we
have to approve this rezone in order to get Triway to jump-start other development,
whatever the costs or benefits of its own project by itself may be. We urge staff and the
Commission to put aside this argument and to evaluate the rezone's compatibility with the
Comprehensive Plan on its own merits.

 Part 2. How smart is this particular piece of growth?

Environmental arguments for the rezone rely heavily on generalizations about the value
of more housing downtown and the way it will support the Comprehensive Plans
sustainability goals. Those generalizations sound great, and they might well be true about
new housing elsewhere downtown, which we support. But they don't fit Triway's
application very well.

Traffic - Four major traffic streams mingle and pass through each other going across this
particular strip of land, over the bridges and through the roundabouts. Traffic here is
already a major concern for people on the Westside thinking about coming downtown,
and the city predicts 65% more traffic here by 2030. Sometime before 2025 predicted
traffic at 5th and Washington will be Level F, an unfortunate exception to the City's
standards for acceptable wait-times. (The traffic at the Black Lake and Harrison
intersection is Level F now, if you wonder what Level F traffic’s like.) City staff
estimates the development of these isthmus parcels, at the current low zoning or higher
proposals, would add almost 20% to the current peak traffic. Having 500,000 square feet
of new development someplace else downtown, and more park here, would help make
coming downtown from West Olympia considerably more attractive.

More traffic will also make walking there less pleasant; whatever's in store windows,
many people would rather not be on the sidewalk next to lots of moving cars. Applicants
propose allowing 147,000 square feet of commercial space in this three blocks - twice the
total floor space of the tall building there now; lots of shoppers going back and forth
across 4th and 5th Avenues would significantly interfere with traffic. Turns across traffic
into the over 500 parking spaces in these buildings, and cars exiting the buildings into
traffic would further interrupt the flow through this corridor. Overall, high-density
housing and retail like this would be much more pleasant for both shoppers and drivers if
it were located in some place else downtown, in areas already zoned for it, instead of in
the middle of the only direct connection between downtown and the Westside. (It would
be particularly attractive in a location where the street between the new stores could be a
pedestrian plaza, thanks to the structured parking.)

Downtown business – Another generalization claims that granting this rezone, and
getting another three or four blocks of housing and retail on the isthmus will help
downtown businesses. On its half of this land, Triway says it would build 141 condos and
one full floor of commercial space, including roughly 47,000 square feet of retail. Their
application argues this will "create and promote economic opportunity for new businesses
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by providing new space." In fact, there's already plenty of space available for stores
downtown.

If Triway’s 47,000 new feet of retail space were built, and filled with spiffy new stores,
they’d compete with the other businesses downtown now. Of course, 141 new condos
might mean 250 new potential customers. But some of them would shop at Costco or the
mall or on the Internet. Some of these particular expensive condos might well house
lobbyists who’d already be spending money downtown when they were here, or people
with winter homes in sunny places who’d only be in town to shop half the year. Even if
every person in the condos shopped in the new stores all year, 250 customers isn't nearly
enough to support 47,000 square feet of retail; that’s about two-thirds the floor space in
the 120 foot tower there now. A lot of other customers would need to come from
somewhere. Maybe some people in the suburbs would start driving past the malls and
come downtown to these new stores (though discouraging driving farther is supposed to
be a result of this project.) But other customers needed to keep them going would be
people who left the downtown businesses they patronize now. (Building out the other half
of the rezone would double the problem.) If there were suddenly a second good toy store
downtown, or a third specialty wine shop, or a third good bakery, or a big chain
bookstore, or another couple of elegant restaurants, it really isn’t clear how that would
help the businesses down there that people like going to and supporting now...

We roughly estimate that if all the people in those 141 condos bought all their groceries
at Bayview, it might raise the store’s total sales three or four percent. (The Department of
Labor says an average household in our area has 3.1 people in it, and spends $4,300 a
year on food at home. Residents in these condos will be rich and spend more, but
probably will average fewer than 3 people. Nationally, the Department of Labor says the
households with the highest 20% of incomes spend an average of $5,007.) Let’s say
$4,800, times 141 condos = $676,000 in sales for *all* food eaten at home. Big
supermarkets have gross yearly sales ranging from 15 to 20 million. So 676K/$18 million
= 3.7% Even if you believe that a large tax subsidy should go to support a thriving
business, that doesn't seem like a lot to get in return for the loss of a public space so many
people value, and a 13 million dollar tax break (for Triway's half of the rezone.)

Transit -Triway's application says housing on public transit routes will "reinforce and
encourage multi-modal transportation inside and outside of Olympia," will "reduce
vehicle trips" etc.. Staff's recommendations to the Commission say increased density can
"increase the pool of potential transit users and drive increased transit ridership.” Again,
this generalization sounds good and is probably true in lots of cases, but it doesn't fit this
rezone. Very few millionaires in luxury downtown housing ride the bus. The Olympian's
story on the presentation Triway’s owner made to 150 invited guests in March reported
he said he planned to provide up to 513 parking spaces for 141 condos and 69,000 feet of
commercial space - more spaces than the city figures downtown retail and housing
usually require. In fact, if you subtract the city's requirement for commercial space (3.5
spaces for every 1,000 square feet), the extra spaces Triway plans turn out to be almost
exactly two cars for each condo. Triway doesn’t actually expect buyers of this kind of
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downtown housing to think, " We won't need two cars, we can ride the bus!" (In fact,
Triway's market analysis expects buyers of million dollar Olympia condos to mostly be
retired; they wouldn't be driving to work even if they did live in the country.)

The city staff's analysis in the EIS estimates how much less people in ordinary 850 square
foot condos (who might well have to go to work) might drive if they lived downtown.
Using the city’s standard transportation estimates, they figure that during the peak
afternoon traffic period people in multi-family housing downtown will drive home or
away 25% less than people in similar housing farther out. (The standard PM Peak Trip
rate for multi-family housing outside downtown is 0.55; the rate for downtown multi-
family housing is 0.41.) The difference is .14 trips PM Peak Trips per housing unit; 141
units times .14 is 19.7 trips. So, in return for having Triway’s buildings downtown, we
could expect a grand total of something like 20 fewer trips per hour in the whole city
during peak evening traffic. That includes people walking, biking, or riding transit
instead of driving, and it includes people going out to buy something for dinner and
coming back in fifteen minutes (which counts as two “trips” in these statistics.) Again,
the actual contribution to the Comprehensive Plan’s sustainability goals predicted from
this project is insignificant in comparison to its costs to the public.

Urban Sprawl - Applicants claim that this housing would absorb 141 households which
would otherwise occupy up much more land in Olympia’s suburbs. Again, though this
generalization might hold true for many other projects downtown. it's not persuasive
about this one. Most buyers of these houses will not be people who would otherwise be
living in Olympia's suburbs. There are very few buyers in the county with enough money
to afford a million dollar residence; according to a recent letter to the paper from a local
real estate agent, the Thurston County MLS shows only 19 sales of single family homes
from $800,000 to $1.2 million in the last year. If successful. the project would primarily
bring an additional 141 households who were shopping for a luxury waterfront condo to
the area, not shift population from the suburbs to downtown.

In any case, whether this project’s 141 households are in the county or right downtown is
a microscopic difference at the scale of changing living patterns in the county over the
next 30 years. In contrast, at the scale of the twenty or so acres of the isthmus, whether or
not this complex or more park is put there will make a huge difference for the next 50 or
75 years in what our experience of the heart of the city is like.

3. How should the city assess the costs of the effects of the proposed rezone on views
and on people's experience of the park and the isthmus?

A. Cultural and historical values

The views from the Capitol Campus of the lake, the city, the Sound and the Olympics
(and the views of the Capitol buildings from the City) are valuable for cultural, and
historical reasons, as well as aesthetically. (These aren't the same thing - consider, for
example, the statue of John Rogers in Sylvester Park, or the OSPI building. Many people
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think they're both quite ugly, but also think preserving them is quite important because of
what they contribute to our sense of the city's past; our inherited, evolving and enduring
values; and the ways in which choices and the labor in which they're embodied endure
and are handed down to succeeding generations in the life of a community.)

The Capitol's architecture and its relations to the city and the landscape beyond were
created to embody and evoke a whole set of cultural and civic ideals which have been
critically important in the evolving history of the United States, and which continue to
move and inspire Americans' political visions today. Like the name of the city, they
evoke the importance in our grandparents' lives of images of Greek democracy and
Roman civic virtue. The Wilder and White plans evoke the yearnings of a booming raw
provincial town in the far West for something of the elegance and culture of Paris, with
their small obelisk, their alleys of trees, their high waterside quays, and their sketchy
buildings with courtyards on a geometrical grid.

How should the Commission assess intangible values such as these is a situation like this,
in which they're being weighed against hopes for financial benefits? We don't think that
relying on your own subjective standards alone is appropriate. The Olympia Municipal
Code establishes the Olympia Heritage Commission "to serve as the City's primary
resource in matters of history, historic planning and preservation." They've brought their
experience and expertise to bear on this issue and voted unanimously to oppose the
rezone and higher building limits on the isthmus as incompatible with a number of the
long-term City goals established in the Comprehensive Plan. We think this should be a
significant factor in the balancing you’re being asked to perform.

Triway's response to the first of the issues that they raise, in Jeanette Hawkins' letter of
June 6, barely addresses the Heritage Commission 's (or the public's) concerns. Paragraph
1 of her response consists of "consciously using the design of the Capitol Dome as an
important reference in the design of our building”; in fact, the entire "reference" to the
Capitol turns out to be a "rounded feature on the South side of the complex that "subtlety"
[sic.] recalls the curves of the Capitol Dome.” This "rounded feature" is so subtle as to be
almost invisible in Triway's renderings of the project concept, and is such a shallow curve
in any case that it doesn't evoke the circular dome of the Capitol at all.



10

Section 11, Plate 1B, detail of "View with Possible Rezone Project, East Side of Capitol
Lake, Triway Rezone Application

This certainly does not satisfactorily address the Comprehensive Plan's directive that "the
Capitol Dome should be a focal point in the design of the city" (Comp Plan, Heritage
Preservation HP1.1) At this point, to take just one example, unobstructed views of the
Capitol Dome are part of the daily shopping of thousands of people in the city who come
out of Bayview on their way to their cars, glance up in the middle of the most mundane
of their daily chores, and see it.

When the Comprehensive Plan speaks of the Capitol as a focal point for city life, it
should not be taken to mean just a "go to church on Sunday" view, available only from a
few special viewpoints - the Capitol and the political ideals it embodies in its beauty (if
not always in it's practice) should be an ongoing experience in the daily lives of
Olympia's citizens. Views from places like Bay view’s parking lots, which are
overlooked in Triway's arguments, and which would be destroyed by the rezone, are not
trivial.

This letter also fails to satisfactorily address the other reasons for the Heritage
Commission's unanimous vote against granting this request. They stress the conflict of
this rezone with HB1.2 (which recognizes the importance of views of the Capitol
building, Capital Lake, Budd Inlet and the Olympics and states that "Outstanding views
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of these features must be protected."). Triway's letter of June 6th admits that the water
view from the Hall of Justice is one "which is protected by the Olympia Shorelines
Management Act".

It then attempts to argue that protected view would be “insignificantly reduced” by 1% by
the Larida Passage proposal, and 1.4% by staff's Option 3. On this approach to visual
pleasure, sticking a red dot that covered 6.3 square inches on the Mona Lisa would
"insignificantly reduce" our pleasure in the picture, because it would only cover 1% of
the view... The present building, which most people would really like removed, probably
covers less than 1% of the view if you calculate the way Triway's representative proposes
here. You can see the effect of an unfortunate 1% on a view simply by looking at what
we think should be the City's long-term goal, a park on the isthmus with that building
removed.

The Heritage Commission also based its rejection of the proposal on a discussion of
section HB6.1, which provides that the City should encourage new development to be
harmonious with existing historic areas. Triway's letter in response claims that "the
original Wilder and White vision shows tall buildings on all blocks." Looking at the
image they appeal to, and comparing the height of the buildings sketchily indicated on
the isthmus with the height of the obelisk next to them (mistakenly identified as a
“building with a tower” in Hawkins’ letter dated June 2008) or the Capitol itself shows
that they're drawn barely high enough to be buildings at all.
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One of the interesting lessons of the image shown above with the Capitol Center removed
is how completely inconspicuous the other current lower buildings are. Most people
looking at this image do not even realize that Bayview, the Oyster House, the Yacht club,
and the two buildings on Triway's land, and the strip by the Fountain block are all still
there. (They’d fit nicely into an expanded park.) Certainly, in 1911, architects would have
been hard put to imagine that in 100 years perfectly ordinary buildings, real possibilities
for that area, might be 108 or 120 feet tall and dominate this view.

B. What counts as a "view"?

Of course, there's also deep opposition to higher buildings on the isthmus because of the
pleasure people take in the beauty of the views and the experience of walking in the park
and on the isthmus, as opposed to their cultural and historical importance. But the
"views" which people are concerned about losing are not just the enumerated vistas on
which most discussion has centered. The sense of sky, the glimpses of masts and water
close on both sides of the peninsula, and being able to look up and around at the treed
skyline of the hills that define this river valley are all important parts of people's pleasure
in walking in this area of town, and will be significantly damaged by big buildings there.

C. How should the Commission and the city judge visual effects in advance of
construction?

One complication in assessing what's at stake aesthetically is the difficulty of imagining
how the rezone will change things; it's like trying to guess from a paint chip what your
house will look like if you choose that color. In this situation, the visualizations which are
used play a very large role in affecting people's judgments of the results (although they're
only partly conscious of how the images work to shape their judgments).

The current visualizations are misleading in a number of ways.

1. The proposed rezone will allow at least 16 additional feet of equipment sheds on top of
each building (perhaps 18, according to staff). These sheds are not shown in the staff's
visualizations of the building envelopes, but will certainly be part of any buildings. This
is at least a 25% increase over what's visualized for the height of the buildings in the 65
foot zone, and at least an 18% increase over what's visualized for the height of the
buildings in the 90 foot zone.

2. Triway's visualizations do not include all of the rezone they are requesting, but only
their own project. This creates dramatically misleading impressions of the visual effects
of the requested rezone.

3. Triway understands the importance of the visualizations in shaping people's
understanding of what the visual consequences of the rezone would be, and complained
at length about the staff's first visualizations, which were to the best of my knowledge
done according to the planning staff's standard procedures for presentations to the
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Commission. (See Ms Hawkins' letter to Jan Weydemeyer in submitted comments, and
her complaints about both the yellow and the blue visualizations of the building
envelopes as “incredibly disturbing” in her letter to Commissioners of June 3rd.) The
planning staff's attempts to respond to complaints about the color of the visualizations
have unfortunately resulted in images which significantly underestimate the visual effects
one can reasonably expect from actual buildings. The pale blue envelopes in the new
versions are like the art works Christo creates by wrapping and transforming actual
buildings. They harmonize beautifully with the colors of the sky and the water and blend
into the scene far more than real buildings will; the semi-transparency and mirroring
effects of the gauzy renderings make the envelopes feel on the edge of fading away, and
significantly reduce one of the aesthetic problems with these buildings on this site - their
sheer overwhelming mass in relation to the setting. (Unfortunately, though they do make
the building forms livelier and more attractive from some angles. the setbacks in staff's
Option 3 also intensify the perceived massiveness of the complex from several sides.
Particularly coming down the Westside hill into the city and from across the lake, they
create a piled-up ziggurat effect and will make the visual impact of the complex's mass
even worse.

4. Showing changes in the view with wide panoramic photographs like those presented to
the Commission by both Triway and staff significantly reduces the visual impact of the
new buildings. We don't actually see through wide-angle lenses or panoramic lenses like
the ones used for these images. When you look at a view, what you actually see clearly
and experience is only the center of the scene; everything else on the left and right sides
(which the camera lets you see all at once of these photos) is just a vague blur in real
vision. Wide photos with expanses of untouched view on the sides make the buildings
feel much smaller and really dilute what the proposed changes would feel like when you
were actually there, looking yourself.

5. Triway has also manipulated the submitted images in subtler ways, including adjusting
the comparison photos in which new buildings have been added to make the whole scene
feel sunnier, brighter and crisper. (Compare, for an obvious example, Plates 12A and 12B
in Section 11 of their application, or Plates 14A and 14B.) They've used telephoto and
wide angle lenses to alter the relative sizes of objects in the scene and minimize the visual
impact of the buildings. (Compare the height of the lampposts on the left in Plate 11 B of
Section 11 with the apparent height of the new building shown. Notice how the visually
prominent crosswalk sign in front of the building has been scaled up to above the height
of the first floor retail show windows, and is shown as at least ten feet tall. Note how the
telephoto lens dramatically increases the height of the domed building in the distance in
comparison with ordinary perception or an ordinary camera lens. All these changes
contribute to your experiencing the building as shorter, because you judge its size in
relation to these familiar scale markers....).

If you doubt the power of scaling cues like this on visual perception, consider this famous
illusion, the Ames Room:
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All these people are actually roughly the same height, but in this case the shape of the
room has been altered - the floor slopes and the back wall is angled. Your perceptual
system still relies on its normal cues about scale, like the apparent sizes of windows and
doors in constructing your experience of the scene, dramatically affecting how big things
look and feel to you. Furthermore, pointing out that your perception is being manipulated,
and explaining some of the ways it's done, has absolutely no effect on how the tricks alter
your perception of how big things are, because those processes are automatic,
unconscious ones deep in the visual system.

In a zoning case like this one, in which the magnitude of expected visual effects is a large
factor in the decision the Planning Commission will make, it's inappropriate to allow the
applicant to introduce extensive visual imagery which works in a variety of sophisticated
ways to persuade viewers that the visual effects of the requested rezone will be minimal.
(Particularly since the request was only for a rezone, did not include any development
agreement, and placed applicant under no obligation whatsoever to build a project like
the expensive structure in the images.)

Unfortunately, the Commission has already been presented with this material, and there's
no way to erase whatever impressions it's made, other than pointing out these problems
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belatedly. At a minimum, before the Commission refers to any more images in
considering this application, staff should remove Triway's visualizations from any further
role in this process, redo the city's visualizations with a reasonable addition for HVAC
added to the heights (12 feet at least), use a mix of the yellow and the blue visualizations
(as was done at the actual hearing June 24th, and which seems a good solution to the
color issue) and crop the city's visualizations of changes in the views to a width that
corresponds appropriately to the arc of an actual viewer's central visual field.

How should the city and the Commission assess the impacts of the proposed rezone
on the whole city’s experience of the park, the views, and this section of downtown,
now and in te future?

Obviously, those impacts will be perceived differently by different individuals,
depending on their taste and on exactly which features of the area they care about. Given
that, we think that the Commission should give substantial weight to public opinion. We
note that a very large percentage of the testimony submitted in support of the rezone
comes from people who identify themselves as business owners. Though they certainly
will be more affected economically by this decision than other people (for better or
worse) we don’t think they’re a representative sample of the whole community’s feelings
about what would be lost if tall buildings were put up on the isthmus. In contrast,
comments opposing the rezone come from a wide range of people and seem far likelier to
provide a representative sample of how the community as a whole values keeping
development off the isthmus. Letters to The Olympian are also running strongly against
the rezone, and given the paper’s supoort for it, we think it’s safe to assume they print
every favorable letter they get.

Staff’s decision to include speakers from Olympia 2012 at the hearing in the pro-rezone
tally also tended to create an unjustified impression of balanced public support for the
rezone. In fact, many of those “pro-rezone” speakers belonged to a group that advocates
rejecting rezoning for six out of the nine parcels in this application and more than half of
the area involved, as well as spending a minimum of $12 million to buy and demolish the
entire Capitol Center block and add that to the park. Given that, they might better have
been counted and presented to the Commission and the audience as additional people
against the actual rezone application and in favor of an expanded park option, or at least
as in favor of a third distinct option rather than being handled in a way that appeared to
expand support for the actual application. Ideally, we'd like the Commission to
recommend a community-wide vote on this issue, which we think would be
overwhelmingly against this rezone request.

To sum up – allow me to repeat what I began with:

The overall argument of this long piece is simple.

1. Over the next twenty years, ongoing market conditions like population pressures,
land costs, gas prices, and so on will determine what housing gets built
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downtown, not whether a single project right now magically “jump-starts” some
irreversible cascading sequence of building.

2. The actual projected benefits of this particular rezone for downtown business and
for Olympia’s sustainability goals are not large. They all would be equally well
achieved with housing elsewhere downtown on land that’s already zoned to allow
tall buildings, and has good waterfront views. (In fact, the gains to the Plan’s
sustainability goals would be larger if the tax exemption were used to support
downtown housing for people who were likely to be going to work every day, and
much larger if the property tax benefits were used to promote other projects, such
as rewarding a much larger number of people for improving the insulation in their
houses.)

The gains are tiny on the scale of county-wide problems like the number of cars
on the road or the number of bus riders or even the percentage of land devoted to
housing. But the costs are concentrated as a significant loss to a unique piece of
land which is the heart of city to a very large number of people.

3. In human terms, the situation’s sad and ironic. Mr. Vo wants to build a grand
legacy project in and for the City, out of generous and admirable feelings for the
country and the community. But that project on this site will actually make two-
thirds of the community feel badly every time they look at it.

4. This small piece of land is not the right place in the city for tall buildings, and the
city should decline to rezone this land. (We should hope that it continues to be
financially unattractive to build there at the 35’ allowed by the current zoning.)
Most importantly, staff and the Planning Commission, and the City Council
should work with Triway, the State, the Port, and all the citizens passionately
involved with this issue to find a more satisfactory way for Triway to build the
sort of project it wants to somewhere else downtown and for the city and state to
add this land to the park, even if it takes patience.


