
THE BENEFITS OF DENSITY IN DOWNTOWN SEATTLE

2013

Published by:



1 Metropolitan Improvement District’s Business Development & Market Research www.DowntownSeattle.com

Key Findings

Downtown density increases transportation efficiency through increases in transit 
use, less need for car ownership and a more efficient system overall. 

•

•

•

•

•

Concentration of activity such as jobs and housing can help to preserve rural 
areas such as farms and areas for wildlife and outdoor recreation. 

A dense urban environment benefits society through more efficient delivery of 
goods and services in both the private and public sectors. 

Downtown density creates an efficient use of space which contributes a large 
share to the region’s jobs, salaries, taxes and revenue relative to its size. 

Downtown density creates environmental benefits, primarily through a decrease in 
carbon emissions from less reliance by workers and residents on the automobile. 

2013 Downtown Density Report
The 2013 Downtown Density Report examines the benefits derived from employment 
and residential densities in Downtown Seattle. While Downtown represents just four 
percent of the total land mass in Seattlei, it is home to a large share of housing, jobs, 
amenities and tax revenue relative to its size. Around the world, people are 
increasingly migrating towards cities - presenting opportunities and challenges for 
communities and businesses. Seattle’s population has also grown over the past 
several decades to more than 600,000 residents. However, by encouraging 
increased employment and residential density in urban centers such as Downtown 
Seattle, many challenges associated with population growth can be mitigated and 
benefits realized. 

A dense employee and resident population creates both economic and 
environmental benefits, not only for Downtown but for the region as well. A center for 
activity encourages a mix of uses that includes retail, personal services, offices and 
housing. Having such a diversity of uses promotes further concentration of jobs and 
housing. Concentrating these activities not only makes the area more vibrant, it also 
creates transportation efficiency and environmental benefits. Such concentration is 
cost-effective for residents, consumers, workers, service providers and government. 
This report examines these benefits.

5x 
Downtown’s 
population grew five 
times as fast as the 
rest of Seattle from 
1990-2010

Figure 1. Seattle Population Density by Census Tract (1990-2010)
Source: Based on data from U.S. Census Bureau

Population per Sq. Mi.

Lowest quintile

Second quintile

Middle quintile

Fourth quintile

Highest quintile

Downtown

1990 2000 2010

Photo: Christopher Nelson



2Metropolitan Improvement District’s Business Development & Market Research www.DowntownSeattle.com

Residential and Employment Density

Downtown has the highest employment density in 
Seattle.  With only four percent of Seattle’s land mass, 
Downtown contains 41 percent of  jobs in the City of 
Seattle. Downtown is also home to 57 percent of the 
government jobs located there (see Figure 2)iii.  

Downtown Seattle also has the fastest growing 
residential population and highest residential density in 
Seattle. Between 1990 and 2010, Downtown’s 
population increased by 70 percent, accounting for a 
quarter (26 percent) of city-wide population growth (see 
Figure 3). This represents an increase of nearly 24,000 
new residents. Downtown Seattle is a major 
employment and residential center regionally, but also 
relative to downtowns across the United States (see 
Figures 4 and 5 on page 3).

Recognizing the demand for residential units 
Downtown, developers added approximately 7,200 
apartment units and 2,800 condo units between 2005 
and 2012. In the first half of 2013, 1,218 apartment units 
were delivered Downtown. As of June 2013, an 
additional 4,650 apartment units and 670 condo units 
were under constructioniv.

Urbanization

In 2008, the Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) 
adopted the Vision 2040 strategy for growth 
management in Puget Soundii. With a projected growth 
of 1.7 million additional residents and 1.2 million jobs in 
the region by 2040, the strategy calls on local and 
regional governments to encourage growth in dense 
urban centers.  The strategy aims to conserve rural and 
resource lands and encourage sustainable 
development. Dense urban centers also facilitate 
efficient transportation systems and create walkable 
neighborhoods that can promote healthier lifestyles. 

In King County, the Vision 2040 strategy projects 
294,000 new residents and 311,000 new jobs.  Nearly 
half of these jobs (44 percent) and a quarter of these 
residents (25 percent) are projected to be located in 
Downtown Seattle. Downtown is already a major 
employment center, and is fast becoming a residential 
center as well.

As the following pages show, increased urban density 
promotes conservation of land and resources, higher 
levels of transit use, concentration of population, 
employment and retail (facilitating efficient delivery of 
goods), diverse amenities, and efficient delivery of 
government and private sector services.

Downtown housing is

as dense as the rest of Seattle.v

4x

Source: Based on data from U.S. Census Bureau
Figure 3. Change in Population by Census Tract (1990-2010)
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Figure 2. Seattle Metropolitan Employment Density By Census Tract
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Source: Analysis of Puget Sound Regional Council Covered Employment Estimates
Figure 4. Total Downtown Resident Population and Resident Density (2013)
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Source: Analysis of Zip Code Business Patterns data (2011) and BLS/U.S. Census Bureau's LEHD data from the OnTheMap Application
Figure 5.Total Downtown Employee Population and Employment Density (2010)
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Preserving Land

Downtown Seattle has roughly as many jobs as the cities 
of Bellevue and Redmond combined (see Figure 6). If 
Downtown Seattle job density were the same as the City 
of Redmond, 43 square miles of land would be required to 
accommodate the same number of jobs. This is 2.4 times 
the size of the City of Redmond. This would cover an area 
larger than the 21 square miles of farmland that is 
preserved in King County through transfer of 
development rights to denser areas. 

If Downtown had the same residential density as 
Redmond, it would cover an area of 17.4 square miles. 
This is slightly larger than the City of Redmond but also 
nearly six times the size of Downtown Seattle.

In order to encourage development in urban areas while 
conserving rural lands, King County developed a Transfer 
of Development Rights (TDR) Program. The TDR 
program is a “voluntary, market-driven approach to 
preserve land and steer development growth away from 
rural and resource lands into King County’s urban areas.” 
Developers are financially motivated to purchase 
development rights from the TDR market as they are able 
to build to greater density. TDR programs not only 
preserve rural land, but also have potential to contribute 
to urban density, leading to other benefits. Three of 
Downtowns largest developments participated in the 
program recently and helped conserve over 800 acres of 
rural land (see Figure 7 for locations)vi. 

Figure 7. Transfer of Development Rights Downtown Seattle Transactions
Source: King County TDR Program, 2013
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Figure 6. What 200,000 jobs looks like: Downtown Seattle vs. Eastside
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$2,800
Average amount saved annually from 
Downtown residents needing fewer 
cars compared to Seattle residents 
outside Downtown.

Density Increases Transportation Efficiency 

Efficiency in local transportation is one result of employment 
and residential density. This creates both economic and 
environmental benefits.  

Increased Transit Use

A large share of Downtown residents and workers commute by 
transit or other alternative mode. Just a third (32 percent) of 
Downtown residents drive to work alone. This compares to more 
than half (54 percent) of those living in Seattle outside 
Downtown (see Figure 8). 

Similarly, a third (34 percent) of employees drive alone to work, 
while more than half (55 percent) of those working in Seattle 
outside Downtown do so.vii The importance of job density is 
highlighted in a report by the Transportation Research Board, 
which found that job accessibility via transit is the most 
important variable for reducing the likelihood for individuals 
commuting by car.viii  

Less Need for Car Ownership

Downtown residents own fewer vehicles compared to those in 
Seattle outside Downtown and throughout the county.  Ninety 
percent of Downtown households own zero or one vehicle while 
nearly half of the households in Seattle outside Downtown have 
two or more vehicles (see Figure 11). The average number of 
vehicles per driving aged resident is approximately 0.48 for 
Downtown and 0.80 for the remainder of the city.  

A third (33 percent) of Downtown residents walk to work. Only 
six percent of residents in Seattle outside Downtown do so.  In 
the aggregate, Downtown Seattle residents save an estimated 
$145 million per year by owning fewer cars compared to 
residents in Seattle outside Downtown. That’s approximately 
$2,800 saved per Downtown resident.ix  

Carbon Emission Reduction from Transportation

Downtown residents enjoy, on average, a reduced carbon 
footprint. Sightline Institute found that households in dense 
urban neighborhoods such as Downtown Seattle produce about 
a third the total transportation emissions as households in 
suburban or rural areas of King County. Sightline found that by 
locating a household in a dense urban environment, total 
household transportation emissions are reduced by an 
estimated average of 89 metric tons over 30 years.  The bottom 
line is that a denser neighborhood encourages less driving. 

Through differences in how individuals travel to work, 
Downtown workers contribute 22 percent less per capita to 
carbon emissions than those who work in Seattle outside 
Downtown. For residents, this difference is even more 
pronounced. Downtown residents contribute, on average, 28 
percent less than those who live in Seattle outside Downtown.x

Source: The Nielsen Company, 2013
Figure 8. Residents’ Mode of Transportation to Work (2013)
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Figure 10. Drive-Alone Rates
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Sources: Commute Seattle (Downtown Seattle, 2012), the City of 
Bellevue (Bellevue, 2012) and the U.S. Census Bureau (Redmond, 2011). 
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Source: The Nielsen Company, 2013
Figure 11. Number of Cars Owned by Households
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Figure 9. U.S. Yearly Average Cost of Car Ownership

Downtown 

43% of Downtown 
households are car free.

Seattle (minus Downtown)

% King County (minus Downtown)

No Car
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Downtown
Seattle

RedmondBellevue

35%

65%

76%

45,000 

200,000
Number of passengers travelling with 
Metro, Sound Transit and Community 

Transit through Downtown Seattle 
every weekday.xi

Savings each year in total metric tons 
of CO2 by Downtown employees vs. 
employees in other parts of Seattle 

due to changes in commute modes.xii



7 Metropolitan Improvement District’s Business Development & Market Research www.DowntownSeattle.com

Economic benefits accrue to both government and the private sector 
through the increased efficiency of goods and services delivered within 
a dense area. Using land more efficiently helps both the private and 
public sectors deliver goods and services at reduced cost. It also 
increases the attractiveness of an area for consumers, residents and 
potential employees. 

A concentration of jobs and residents tends to produce an increased 
availability of a wide range of amenities. This easy access to a variety 
of amenities earns Downtown neighborhoods a “Walkscore” of 93 out 
of 100, compared with 74 city-wide on walkscore.com.xiii

Downtown sees a high concentration of spending potential (the 
amount of money residents spend regardless of where they spend it) 
compared to Seattle outside Downtown. Relative to their land footprint, 
Downtown residents spend three times as much in retail stores and 
restaurants compared to residents of Seattle outside Downtown ($445 
million per square mile vs. $140 million).xiv Downtown office workers 
spend $366 million per square mile annually compared to $12 million 
per square mile for those outside Downtown.xv 

Retail sales activity is more concentrated in the Downtown area than 
resident spending potential alone would imply. In 2012, Downtown 
experienced more than 10 times the amount of retail sales per square 
mile than Seattle outside Downtown ($419 million versus $38 million). 
Visitor industries saw nearly 20 times the concentration of economic 
activity in Downtown relative to areas outside Downtown ($334 million 
versus $27 million).xvi

The public sector (and taxpayers) benefit from the concentration of 
jobs and housing through efficient delivery of services. Due to high 
demand for service in a small geography, King County Metro figures 
show a high level of efficiency in the measures used to examine route 
productivity: rides per platform hour and passenger miles per platform 
miles. As of Spring 2012, Seattle core routes saw 38.1 rides per 
platform hour compared to 22.3 in non-core routes (system-wide). 
While Downtown accounts for less than one percent of the Metro 
service area, more than half the routes in the system serve 
Downtown.xvii

A 2012 EPA report found that dense development not only creates 
more enjoyable, walkable and environmentally friendly neighborhoods; 
it also decreases costs for developers, businesses and local 
government. For example, decreasing infrastructure costs by up to 47 
percent compared to suburban development. Dense development also 
pays dividends. The EPA report also found that per capita economic 
productivity rose by 2-4 percent with each doubling of population 
density.xviii

Efficient Delivery of Goods and Services

$996m
Amount Downtown Seattle office 
workers spend annually on dining, 
goods and services during their 
workdays.
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NameProperty Type
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Figure 12. Examples of Tax Yield Per Acre
Source: Analysis of King County Assessor Data (yield based on 2013 tax bill)

Tax Yield Per Acre

Tax Impact

Source: Analysis of King County Assessor Data, 2012 
Figure 13. Average Tax Yield per Acre by Land Use
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For taxes collected by the City of Seattle in 2012, Downtown 
accounted for 57 percent of total tax collections.xix This 
includes approximately $94 million in B&O taxes and $119 
million in utility taxes. Downtown parking taxes and 
admissions taxes contributed $19.5 million and $3.5 million 
respectively to City of Seattle revenues.  This represents 65 
percent of parking tax revenue and 52 percent of 
admissions tax revenue. With higher employment and 
residential densities and millions of visitors per year, 
Downtown sees high levels of retail sales relative to its 
size.Downtown businesses also generate more than $495 
million in sales taxes, or 29 percent of the sales tax 
collected by the within the City of Seattle.xx Downtown was 
also responsible for 44 percent of real estate excise tax 
accrued to the City of Seattle in 2012.xxi 

Although Downtown represents only four percent of the land 
mass in Seattle, it is responsible for more than a third (34%) 
of the local and state tax revenue generated in Seattle. In 
every category, Downtown contributes a larger share of tax 
revenue relative to its size.

Downtown Seattle contributes a combined tax revenue of 
nearly $1 billion. That represents 10 times the tax revenue 
per square mile when compared to Seattle outside of 
Downtown. Not only does a mix of uses encourage efficient 
use of space from a transportation and environmental 
impact perspective, it is also a more efficient use of land 
from a tax revenue perspective.  King County receives more 
tax benefit per acre from mixed use projects such as 
residential towers with retail than on properties with more 
limited use types such as parking lots, big box retail or 
single family housing (See Figures 12 and 13.)  

Growth in Downtown property values has outpaced those in 
Seattle outside of Downtown. Land values in Downtown 
Seattle have increased 200 percent since 2000, while 
values in Seattle outside of Downtown increased 154 
percent.xxii  

Single 
Family
Home



Downtown density preserves land by locating amenities close together. 18.1 square miles of farmland is preserved in King County through 
transfer of development rights from less dense to more dense areas such as Downtown Seattle. 

This diverse mix of amenities encourages increased transit use, promotes walkability, leads to fewer residents owning cars and lowers overall 
carbon emissions. 

Downtown’s employment and residential density combine to create a place that encourages a wide mix of uses, with retail sales and spending 
on entertainment that dwarfs other local areas in terms of spending per square mile. 

Residential density promotes energy efficiency with multi-family housing in dense urban neighborhoods contributing less carbon emissions 
than housing in less dense neighborhoods. 

•

•

•

•

• Downtown density creates an efficient use of space which contributes to jobs, salaries, tax revenue and efficiencies that benefit not only 
Downtown, but the city and region as well. 

Special thanks to Commute Seattle, Seattle 2030 District and Sightline Institute for their assistance. 

Downtown Seattle is the major hub for employment in the region and has the fastest growing residential population in the City of Seattle.  High 
concentrations of jobs and housing create efficiencies with both economic and environmental benefits. These efficiencies make it easier to supply 
services to a diverse assortment of Downtown users that include employees, visitors, businesses and residents.  

Conclusion
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i   For this report, “Downtown” is defined as 2000 Census Tracts 71, 72, 73, 74, 80.01, 80.02, 83, 84, 85, 91 and 92.

ii  Full text of the Puget Sound Regional Council’s Vision 2040 Document can be found at www.psrc.org/growth/vision2040/pub/vision2040-document.

iii  Employment figures are based on “Covered Employment Estimates” provided by the Puget Sound Regional Council. 

iv  Downtown construction activity is tracked using the Downtown Seattle Associations’ Development Guide database. 

v  Unless otherwise noted, household and population data in this report are from The Nielsen Company’s 2012 estimates. 

vi  Data retrieved from http://www.kingcounty.gov/environment/stewardship/sustainable-building/transfer-development-rights.aspx, August 2013.

vii  Unless otherwise noted, employer commute mode data are provided by Commute Seattle, resident commute mode data are provided by The Nielsen Company.

viii  TRB Special Report 298: Driving and the Built Environment: Effects of Compact Development on Motorized Travel, Energy Use, and CO2 Emissions. 

ix  Car ownership data provided by The Nielsen Company; cost of ownership data provided by AAA; vehicle miles traveled by the U.S. Department of Transportation. Based on the most 

 recent available data as of March 2013.  

x  Carbon calculations based on Seattle 2030 District and Commute Seattle methodology using transportation modes. A variety of sources were used to derive these estimates including                  

 Commute Seattle, The U.S. Census Bureau, Puget Sound Regional Council and The Nielsen Company. A major assumption was that distance to work for Downtown workers would  

 be representative of other populations.

xi  Based on self-reported ridership statistics from transit agencies. 

xii Carbon calculations based on Seattle 2030 District and Commute Seattle methodology using transportation modes. A variety of sources were used to derive these estimates including                  

 Commute Seattle, The U.S. Census Bureau, Puget Sound Regional Council and The Nielsen Company. A major assumption was that distance to work for Downtown workers would  

 be representative of other populations.

xiii Retrieved March 2013 from walkscore.com.

xiv Spending potential for residents based on The Nielsen Company estimates. 

xv Based on figures from a 2012 International Council of Shopping Centers report “Office-Worker Retail Spending in a Digital Age.” Spending calculated based on national averages for 

 urban and suburban areas and employee counts from the Puget Sound Regional Council. 

xvi Retail sales and visitor industries statistic based on taxable retail sales reported to the Washington State Department of Revenue. “Retail Sales” includes categories under retail trade, 

 excluding automotive, gas and nonstore retail categories. “Visitor Industries” here includes arts and entertainment as well as food services categories. 

xvii Statistics provided by King County Metro. 

xviii “Smart Growth and Economic Success: Benefits for Real Estate Developers, Investor, Businesses, and Local Governments”. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, December 2012

xix Source: City of Seattle. This includes B&O, Utility, Parking and Admissions taxes and is based on 2010 revenue (the most recently available data at the time this report was written).  

 City taxes were available by zip code. The following ZIP codes were aggregated to create a “Downtown Seattle” estimate: 98101, 98104, 98121, 98109 

xx  Sales tax revenue figures were provided by the Washington State Department of Revenue. 

xxi Real estate excise tax data provided by the King County Assessor’s Office.

xxii Property values based on King County Assessor Data.  

Cover Photo Credits: Christopher Nelson (Top and and Bottom Middle), Tim Thompson (Bottom Left)
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