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Sound Transit 3 Affordable Housing Requirements and TOD Policy 
      

 
 
 

Communities can promote equitable development in high opportunity areas, stimulate 
redevelopment, and build more affordable homes when publicly-owned, transit-connected land is 
prioritized for affordable housing. In high-cost communities with access to good transit, schools and 
jobs, affordably-priced land is in short supply and becomes even more challenging to procure as transit 
expands nearby. In lower-cost markets, unused public property remains vacant for years, stagnating 
community development and threatening public safety. Aligning land disposition/acquisition policies 
and affordable housing goals provides local flexibility, creates government efficiencies, facilitates 
dense development to achieve environmental goals, increases transit ridership, and achieves the fullest 
public benefit from transit investment. Sound Transit 3 (ST3) provides a prime opportunity to 
accomplish these objectives. RCW 81.112.350 now requires Sound Transit to proactively support 
affordable housing development on public land. In order to implement this language, ST should alter 
practices and policies in the following ways: 
 
PROPERTY ACQUISITION & DISPOSITION 
1) Property Acquisition: As part of it its commitment to provide greater benefit to the community, ST 

should continue to improve its land acquisition practices by purchasing lots in sizes and shapes that 
can be used effectively for future TOD. Federal Capital Investment Grant (New Starts/Small Starts) 
guidance now better promotes this practice as transit “enrichment” for Joint Development. ST 
should also explore leasing land through other public partners such as local governments and 
housing authorities in order to minimize any long-term encumbering of the property. This would 
allow ST to better align with land acquisition funds from other public or philanthropic sources. 

2) Property Disposition: ST should prioritize affordable housing development on all surplus property. 
To reflect this priority, ST will need to update disposition policies and increase staff development 
expertise to better enable affordable housing providers to purchase developable land in and around 
stations. To the greatest extent feasible, ST should partner with other public entities with expertise 
in affordable housing finance and disposition of public land for affordable housing (such as county 
and local governments and housing authorities) throughout the disposition and request for proposal 
(RFP) process in order to create cost efficiencies and assure policy and funding alignment. Finally, 
when possible, ST should accelerate the timeline for property disposition to promote more timely 
construction of affordable homes. ST should promote a timely and transparent disposition process 
by publishing and maintaining a list of properties and the anticipated schedule for their disposition. 

3) Favorable Sale & Development Terms: As required by state authorizing language, ST should provide 
first offer of sale of at least 80% of all surplus land across the portfolio to housing authorities, 
nonprofit developers, and local governments for the development of affordable housing. As 
required by the state statute, at least 80% of the homes on this land should be affordable for 
households earning less than 80% of the county’s area median income. Mixed-income, mixed-use 
development should be encouraged. In order to promote the disposition goals above, ST should 
provide favorable sale terms to affordable housing developers such as holding land until sale. 

4) Discount Land Sales for Affordable Housing Development: As suggested by state authorizing 
language, ST should discount the sale of most (if not all) surplus property for affordable housing and 
incorporate this assumption into ST financial projections. Affordable housing near transit is a public 
good with immense value for low-income residents, communities, and transit ridership. Current 
policy which requires fair market value (for unrestricted use as of the time of sale) focuses solely on 
monetary return rather than encouraging other public benefits. This practice prevents affordable 
housing developers from competing for sites well-located for low-income residents and creates 
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inefficiencies for public affordable housing funding sources. Recent updates to Federal Regulations 
provide the flexibility Sound Transit needs to sell surplus lands at little or no cost in order to deliver 
the benefits of affordable Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) to the fast-growing Puget Sound 
region. Sound Transit should adopt a policy statement which clarifies the intent to sell surplus 
property for affordable housing at below “fair market value.” This policy statement should state 
Sound Transit’s intent to use some or all of the following strategies to comply with FTA 
requirements: 

a. Approve joint development (including on top of station areas) 
b. Lease land instead of selling 
c. Include affordable housing requirements in the appraisal of property 
d. Dispose of land quickly, before land values escalate 
e. Liquidate federal financial interest when needed 
f. Include the benefits of increased ridership from affordable housing in property valuation 
g. Confirm that affordable housing is a direct transit benefit due to increased ridership 
h. Further explore whether some station areas are unencumbered by federal investment 

 
FINANCIAL ASSUMPTIONS 
5) Financial Plan: ST should not expect or assume any revenue from property sales in the revenue 

estimates of the financial plan. The principles guiding Sound Transit’s financial plan should be 
consistent with the values articulated in its Long Range Plan. The agency’s commitment to 
promoting equity, dense and walkable communities and to providing measureable public benefits 
must be integrated into a financial plan that maximizes the potential for all investments to 
contribute to those goals. 

6) Loan Fund: As required by the state statute, ST should plan for the total of $20 Million in 
contributions to the regional revolving acquisition loan fund which will help acquire additional sites 
for affordable housing near transit. 

 
EQUITABLE TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT 
7) Station Alignment: Sound Transit should improve TOD policies to establish a preference for transit 

alignments that follow compatible land uses. 
8) Good Jobs: Sound Transit should create job quality standards for commercial tenants over 10,000 

square feet that are operating at surplussed TOD sites and sites acquired through the revolving loan 
fund in order to promote family-supporting jobs that pay living wages, provide benefits and create 
long-term economic security. Sound Transit already expects job quality standards for system 
construction and operation and should set similar standards through the RFP process for any 
private-sector jobs on formerly public land. 

9) Community-Driven Development: Throughout the planning and disposing of property, ST should 
ensure that organizations with strong ties to local communities (when paired with development 
expertise) are able to effectively compete in the disposition/bidding process. Communities which 
are most negatively and disproportionately impacted by the lack of adequate and available transit 
and affordable housing, in particular, should be prioritized and consulted throughout the process. 
Because a public good is best designed by those who will use and benefit the most from it, Sound 
Transit should solicit and incorporate input from these communities when determining the goals for 
specific properties. Sound Transit can facilitate this process by hosting stakeholder workshops and 
encouraging developers to build relationships with community partners. 

 
FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION 
10) No later than June 2016, Sound Transit should enact the policy changes mentioned above and adopt 

an Equitable TOD/Affordable Housing Framework that conveys policy intent and program 
components which will be implemented in detail after ST3 voter approval. 
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