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URMs are dangerous in an earthquake

Courtesy of the Seattle Times
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We know how to retrofit URMs, but it’s expensive

• It will cost ~$2.07 billion to seismically retrofit 
Seattle’s 1,100 URMs.

• Statewide retrofit costs: $10.6- $70 billion
• There are URMs in cities across WA, an estimated 

5,000- 33,000.
• WA EMD and Dept. of Archeology and Historic 

Preservation (DAHP) are working to further the 
statewide inventory of these buildings. 
• Everett (2023)
• Tacoma (2024)

• Retrofit costs fall solely on the building owner. 
Benefits are community-wide.
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Benefits of Retrofits

• Community-wide
• Lives saved

• Reduction in economic disruption

• Reduction in future carbon emissions

• Affordable housing

• Cultural and historic preservation
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Retrofitting URMs 
is an equity issue
Higher density of URMs in underserved 
communities.

Due to age, typically more affordable 
commercial and residential spaces. 

Underserved communities will be 
disproportionately impacted in an 
earthquake.
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Retrofitting will save lives & reduce future carbon emissions
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Exploring Funding for URM Retrofits

• Permit fee reductions 

• Transfer of Development Rights
• EXPAND

• Federal grants
• Individual buildings

• Retrofit Reimbursement Program

• Finance Incentive Development 

• State Grants
• Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction

 - School Seismic Safety Grants

• Tax Incentive Programs
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State Seismic Safety Sub-Committee

• URM Working Group
• Two Priorities 2024

1. URM Inventory 
      (DAHP, EMD)

2. Tax Incentive Study

• Legislative Working Session
• January 2025

Participants:

• Emergency Management Division

• Department of Archeology and Historic Preservation

• WA Geologic Survey

• Office of Insurance Commissioner

• Department of Commerce

• Structural Engineers of WA

• Earthquake Engineering Research Association (EERI)

• City of Seattle

• City of Tacoma
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Lessons Learned from SB 5557 (2019)

• “An Act relating to seismic hazard risk 
reduction”

• Proposed property tax exemption for 
ten years or longer, to recover full 
costs of seismic retrofitting.

• Involvement from county assessors 
and private sector investment 
stakeholders is key to success.

• Analysis of impacts to varying sizes of 
counties is needed.

• Senate Bill Report recommends a 
study.
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Seismic Safety Sub-Committee 
Recommendations 
for Tax Incentive Study

• Modifications to State Special 
Valuation Tax

• Current Use Taxation

• Property Tax 

• Sales Tax 

• Business & Occupation Tax

• Valuation Assessment Zones

• Tax Exempt Entities
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Seattle’s Budget Proviso Development

• Total Cost: $400,000

• Study managed by: Department of 
Commerce

• Includes development of policy 
recommendations and impact analysis

• January 14 Legislative Working Session 
with the Committee on Innovation, 
Community & Economic Development, 
& Veterans

1. WA Association of Cities
2. WA Association of Counties 
3. WA Association of County Officials
4. Building Owners and Managers Association (BOMA)- Greater 

Seattle
5. WA Association of Building Officials (WABO)
6. City of Seattle
7. City of Tacoma
8. Downtown Tacoma Partnership
9. City of Olympia Emergency Management
10. Downtown Everett Association
11. Ellensburg Downtown Association 
12. Kittitas Valley Fire and Rescue
13. Spokane Preservation Associates
14. WA Trust for Historic Preservation
15. Association for Preservation Technology- PNW Chapter
16. Historic Seattle
17. 4Culture 
18. Masonry Institute of WA 
19. Masons of Washington
20. Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers Local 1 WA/AK
21. American Institute of Architects (AIA)- WA Chapter
22. Structural Engineers Association of WA (SEAW)
23. WA State Seismic Safety Subcommittee of the Emergency 

Management Council
24. WA State Emergency Management Association (WSEMA)
25. WA Association of Education Service Districts (AESD)
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Questions?

Amanda Hertzfeld

URM Program Manager

City of Seattle

Amanda.Hertzfeld@seattle.gov

mailto:Amanda.Hertzfeld@seattle.gov
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