LU17-0104 Commerce Lofts Height Variance
Index and Summary

SUMMARY OF REQUEST:
The applicant is proposing to redevelop several properties in the vicinity of South 21st and Commerce
Streets. One of the buildings is proposed as a 14-story residential high-rise, with a building height of
approximately 140 feet.
The building is located in the “WR” Warehouse Residential District of Downtown Tacoma. This area has
a 100-foot height limit. Further, the site is within the Union District Conservation overlay, so building
heights are reviewed subject to the conservation district (and may be restricted via review of the
Tacoma Landmarks Preservation Commission, or LPC).
Approval of the building height would require a variance to the height standard, using the variance
criteria of TMC13.06A.110.
The site is within the South Downtown Subarea and the applicant must show compliance with the goals
and policies of that plan. The City will be adopting the SEPA environmental review of the plan for this
proposal.
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PUBLIC
CITY OF TACOMA
Planning & Development Services Department
747 Market St, Room 345 | Tacoma, WA 98402

NOTICE

Applicant:

Horizon Partners Northwest Inc
2125 Commerce Street, Suite 200
Tacoma, WA 98402

Location:

2130 Commerce Street, Parcel 2021050050

Application No.:

LU17-0104

Proposal:

An approximately 40-foot Height Variance to allow a
mixed-use building to be 139'5" tall rather than the
code allowed height of 100' in the "WR" Warehouse
Residential District.

Comments Due:

7/27/2017

For further information regarding the proposal, log on to the website at
tacomapermits.org and select "Public Notices". The case file may be
viewed in Planning and Development Services, 747 Market Street, Rm 345.
Staff Contact:

Date of Notification:

6/27/2017

Application Received:

5/22/2017

Application Complete:

6/6/2017

Documents to Evaluate the Proposal: City of Tacoma Comprehensive Plan,
South Downtown Subarea Plan and FEIS
Studies Requested: Height Variance Analysis
Other Required Permits: Building Permit, Site Development Permit, Work
Order, Landmarks Commission Approval
Applicable Regulations of the Tacoma Municipal Code: TMC 13.06A

Public Meeting: A public meeting may be requested by the area neighborhood council, a
qualified neighborhood group, or by written request of the owners of five or more
properties who receive this notice.

A final decision on the proposal will be made following the comment period. A summary
of the final decision will be sent to those parties who receive this notice. A complete copy
of the final decision will be mailed to those parties who request a copy or to those who
have commented on the project. Appeal provisions will be included with both the
summary and the complete copy of the final decision.

Shirley Schultz, Principal Planner, 747 Market St, Room 345, (253) 591-5121, shirley.schultz@cityoftacoma.org

Environmental Review: Per SEPA WAC197-11-600 the City will be adopting the South Downtown Subarea Plan and EIS for this project. For
more information regarding this EIS, contact the staff person above.

To request this information in an alternative format, please contact Planning and Development Services by phone
at (voice) 253-591-5030. TTY or STS users please dial 711 to connect to Washington Relay Services

City of Tacoma
Planning and Development Services Department
747 Market St. Room 345
Tacoma, WA 98402
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SECTION THROUGH NEIGHBORING STREETS
2200 COMMERCE HEIGHT VARIANCE
THE BREWERY BLOCKS

a multi-building mixed-use development in Tacoma's
Brewery District
developed by Horizon Partners, LLC

A1.1

2200 Commerce/Brewery Blocks
Variance Text
Response to Variance Criteria
1. Unusual shape of a parcel established prior to the reclassification of property to the
downtown districts. N/A
2. Preservation of a critical area, unique natural feature, or historic building/feature restricts
possible compliance.
The 2200 Commerce site is within the Union Depot conservation district and was formerly a
warehouse/ shed area for Tacoma Steel, an industrial materials supplier. The surrounding district is
defined by railroad sidings, loading docks, surface parking areas and overhead utilities with a distinct
absence of sidewalks, landscaping and street amenities. The design of the entire Brewery Blocks
project as well as the new 14 story structure will play on that aesthetic while incorporating a new
value in pedestrian movement and non-motorized vehicular access. Stair climbs that create east west
passages between Pacific Avenue and the Prairie Line will be created and loading docks and
overhead door openings will be reanimated as storefronts, building entries and covered seating areas.
The project will create off street, visually screened parking for the entire two block project area
which will support the adaptive reuse of historic buildings in both the historic district and the
conservation district. By reducing the need and market value of surface parking the project will also
reduce the economic pressure on nearby contributing historic buildings and features that might
otherwise be demolished for higher earning surface parking lots.
The Brewery Blocks project, including the 2200 Commerce Building, is in a single ownership
subarea that is entirely within the Union Depot/Warehouse historic and conservation districts. The
primary design intent of the project is to fit compatibly into the historic character of the
neighborhood while smartly adapting the historic buildings to new uses and adding new buildings
and architectural elements that bring residential and commercial activity.
3. Widely varied topography of the building site restricts possible compliance. N/A
4. Documentation of a pending public action such as street widening restricts possible
compliance. N/A
5. The proposal represents an alternative design that departs from the requirement(s) but is
consistent with the goals and policies of the Comprehensive Plan and can be demonstrated
to provide equal or superior results relative to the intent of the specific requirement(s) from
which relief is sought.
Two buildings in the Brewery Blocks project will incorporate mass timber/CLT construction, a
highly innovative approach to utilizing renewable timber and smart building technology in large scale
structures. The 2200 Commerce building will be the first and largest permitted CLT high rise

structure built in Washington State. In addition to the Horizon NW team based in Tacoma and
Oakland and expanded technical group working on the 2200 Commerce building include
professional and academic leaders in the global movement to revitalize mass timber construction in
tall buildings. The design/development team has moved the project from design through the
Tacoma Landmarks Preservation Commission design review process (Approved January 25, 2017)
and are currently working through the permit pathway with Tacoma Development Services and
Economic Development Services Division.
The 14 story 2200 Commerce building will supply 149 apartments designed to serve the University
of Washington Tacoma community in a structure with the highest standards for efficiency and
sustainability. The unique mass timber construction type will provide warm, distinctive interiors in
an innovative, structurally powerful building envelope that will become a partner landmark in the
historic conservation district. Similar tall, mass timber student housing structures are being built at
Portland State University and the University of British Columbia but the Tacoma project will be the
first to be sensitively integrated into a rich historic district context.
HISTORIC PRESERVATION NARRATIVE
The conservation district surrounding Tacoma’s Union Depot/Warehouse Historic District
encompasses the former manufacturing and brewery district to the south of the thriving University
of Washington Tacoma campus. This rugged, industrial neighborhood took form during the late 19th
and early 20th Century, shaped by the technology and utility of the steam age and the railroad which
ran through it. Automobiles, trucks and motorized vehicles came after the vernacular architecture of
breweries, stables and manufacturing shops were fixed in place. The primarily masonry and board
formed concrete buildings in the district varied dramatically in massing and height with the Pacific
Brewery (25th & Holgate) and Columbia Brewery (21st to 23rd) complexes sprawling over blocks of
property along the rail sidings. The malting towers, roof mounted water tanks and tall ice houses
towered over the livery stables, bottling plants and warehouses in the area between 21st and
Wakefield Drive (near 1-5 today). Based entirely on purpose and construction type, the buildings in
the brewery district modulated the overall scale, form and character of the area and distinguished it
architecturally from the core of the more uniform warehouse district which houses UWT today.
The proposed Brewery Blocks project between 21st and 23rd will be an assemblage of new
construction and adaptively reused historic structures that reflect the early architectural patterns and
materials found in the district. In particular, mass timber and formed concrete will be reused and
newly incorporated into the construction to protect the historic character and feeling of the
conservation district. The large-scale infusion of new residential, retail and mixed use space will be
blended into an important design effort aimed at minimizing the visual presence of parking and
motorized vehicles. When completed, there will be no surface parking and a major emphasis on
pedestrian flow and non-motorized movement along newly awakened streetscapes, hill climbs and
the nearby Prairie Line into the UWT campus and the waterfront beyond.
Mark Twain once said that “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes.” The Brewery Blocks
project borrows that idea by utilizing traditional heavy timber and industrial formed concrete as the

primary language and building technology. In the historic Hunt Mottet Warehouse building at 2110
Commerce, three stories of massive heavy timber post and beam construction will be topped by
four floors of highly innovative cross laminated timber (CLT) construction creating a hybrid mixed
use building that literally will have been built in two phases almost a century apart.
The most ambitious and formidable structure in the Brewery Blocks project will be a 14 story,
212,700 s.f. mixed use structure that will provide 149 student apartments above a podium with
parking and retail street fronts. The structure will be the first high rise CLT building in Washington
State and among the first in the United States to employ the sustainable construction technology. It
will rise 139’5” from the grade plane.
Heavy timber was a ubiquitous construction type in America’s industrial and commercial districts
prior to the first world war and the Pacific Northwest was historically a major supplier of the locally
grown forest material. Tacoma was associated with the national supply of heavy timber due in part
to the proximity to conifer forests, major mills and timber companies like Weyerhaeuser and its hub
status in the transcontinental railroad system. The Northern Pacific Railway warehouses on the
Tacoma waterfront once ran for more than a mile in length with a 150’ single timber truss set every
25’ creating one of the largest timber frame buildings in the world. That same scale of city building
in locally sourced timber permeated the warehouse and brewery districts and today the use of
massive structural timber is a character defining feature of the historic and conservation districts.
The new CLT-over-concrete structure at 2200 Commerce will concentrate housing units and square
footage into a high-profile structure in order to vary heights along the block and preserve views on
either side. The exterior of the building will display design compatible exterior materials and finishes
which reflect the district’s historic textures, colors and rhythms as defined in the guidelines for the
Union Depot/Warehouse conservation district. Natural masonry exteriors, varied fenestration and
wood windows with human scale openings, mullions and spandrel panels will follow the historic
design conventions in the industrial neighborhood and help avoid large glazing panels and reflective
building surfaces. While the building will reach above the 100’ height called for in existing zoning, it
has been designed to rest into the surrounding hillside with the four-story podium feathering down
into the historic buildings on the north and west sides. Uphill to the east, there are no contributing
historic structures impacted by view blockage and most of the potential view impact area is vacant.

South Downtown Subarea Plan and EIS Discussion
The Brewery Blocks project, including the 14 story 2200 Commerce building, is a large-scale
realization of the vision set forth in Tacoma’s South Downtown Subarea Plan. On a finer grained
level, the project follows the land-use and physical development goals and objectives laid out in the
plan by rehabilitating existing buildings, constructing compatible new ones and introducing uses and
people to the unique character of the neighborhood.
Prior to design of the Brewery Blocks project, the team reviewed the City of tacoma South
Downtown Subarea Plan to make sure this project aligned with the city’s goals and strategies to
create more pedestrian friendly and transit oriented neighborhoods. The key ways this project is
aligned with the strategies of the South Downtown Subarea Plan are as follows:

•
•

•
•
•

The Brewery Blocks project incorporates and reuses historic resource buildings wherever
possible.
The Brewery Blocks project has high-density mixed-use buildings ranging from 2 stories to
14 stories. As pointed out in the South Downtown Subarea Plan, high densities of people
living and working closely together in a neighborhood are key to creating successful retail
streets with lots of pedestrian activity.
All buildings in the Brewery Blocks have retail space at the sidewalks; parking is in garages
largely hidden behind and above retail.
Commerce Street at the Brewery Blocks is to be recreated as a pedestrian friendly street with
landscaping, enhanced paving, outdoor seating, bike racks and new lighting.
Two new mid-block stairs will connect C Street and Commerce Streets to allow easier access
for residents to the prairie line trail and cross-shopping between the two streets.

The 2200 Commerce Building creates nearby residency for UWT students, faculty and staff which
along with integrated hill climbs, pathways and non-motorized vehicle amenities encourages
walkability and pedestrian movement in the neighborhood. The mixed use purpose of the building
includes affordable housing, street level retail, academic and co-work spaces and open spaces which
will build a flourishing commercial character and healthy safe urban environment. The matching of
careful historic rehabilitation methods with high quality new architectural design will be signatures of
the Brewery Blocks project.
Centered between the light rail corridor on Pacific Avenue and the pedestrian oriented historic
Prairie Line Trail, the 2200 Commerce building will generate foot traffic and encourage walkability
in the neighborhood. The structure will also incorporate 250 parking spaces when combined with
the adjoining 4 story 2120 structure.
By incorporating the newest mass timber building technology and placing a strong design emphasis
on the use of renewable CLT and reused heavy timber material, the 2200 Commerce building will be
an important new element in the distinct character of the historic district. The height and mass of
the building will take the neighborhood toward a more dense and active mixed use future but it will
not be a departure from the familiar materials, construction methods and industrial aesthetic of the
Union Depot Warehouse District.
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