
Affordable Housing on Seattle’s Eastside: 

Support for Faith-Based Organizations 
to Create Affordable Homes 

The Eastside’s Housing Market The Financing Gap
The Eastside is facing a housing shortage, making 
it difficult for families to find affordable homes. 
High rents are pushing low-income families beyond their means, 
forcing many to forgo other necessities to stay in their homes. 

As of 2022, there was a gap of over 11,000 rental homes for 
households earning less than $75,000. Additionally, 91% of 
households on the Eastside earning between $35,000 - $50,000 
were cost burdened in 2022. 

A full online housing needs analysis report 
and maps for each Eastside jurisdiction 
can be accessed by scanning the QR code 
or visiting eastside-housing-analysis.hralabs.com

There is not enough financing to support the scale 
of faith-based land unlocked.
Even with more land unlocked to build denser affordable 
housing, the most significant barrier to developing affordable 
housing on faith-based land is funding. There is currently not 
enough funding to support existing affordable housing 
development sites, let alone the multitude of new faith-owned 
land that has been unlocked by Washington’s historic legislation.

Relying on just 4% and 9% Low-Income Housing Tax Credits 
(LIHTC) to subsidize the cost of affordable housing development 
would reduce the potential impact of the density bonus. 
Without strategies to minimize the financing gap, such as mixed 
income development, between 5,500 – 9,000 homes on the 
Eastside would go undeveloped.

Increasing Density  
To unlock new opportunities for housing development and 
address the affordability crisis, Washington State enacted RCW 
35A.63.300 in 2019. The legislation required cities to provide 
density bonuses for affordable homes developed on properties 
owned by religious organizations.

The City of Bellevue led the way by adopting the C-1 zoning 
overlay district, establishing a density bonus for religious 
organizations to develop more affordable homes on their land. 
Sammamish, Redmond, and other Eastside communities have 
considering similar policies. If other Eastside jurisdictions 
adopted Bellevue’s C-1 overlay, over 200 sites would be 
potentially eligible for density bonuses. 

Policy Recommendation

To increase production on faith-based land, 
jurisdictions should consider expanded local funding 
and allowance of mixed-income development. 
Washington state law only requires density bonuses for 100% 
affordable buildings, but jurisdictions can go further. The number 
of affordable homes that will be built on faith-owned land will be 
much greater if mixed-income housing is allowed. 

Mixed-income developments have higher total rental income 
than purely affordable housing developments. Higher rental 
income increases the supportable debt and reduces the gap in 
necessary financing sources to build and operate the building.
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https://eastside-housing-analysis.hralabs.com/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=35A.63.300
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=35A.63.300
https://bellevuewa.gov/city-government/departments/community-development/housing/increasing-affordable-housing-capacity-faith-owned-properties
https://bellevuewa.gov/city-government/departments/community-development/housing/increasing-affordable-housing-capacity-faith-owned-properties


Financing Strategies

Eastside jurisdictions should push beyond the minimum 
state density requirement and adopt a comprehensive set 
of regulatory incentives to create greater flexibility in land 
use regulations.

• Update and/or codify density bonuses in a 
manner that maximizes impact: Eastside communities 
should consider providing density bonuses to all 
religious parcels, creating a broader eligibility. For 
example, Seattle’s ordinance allows additional density 
on all religious-owned land, regardless of location

• Implementing flexible design standards  

• Establishing accelerating approvals  

• Waiving or reducing fees for affordable housing  

• Reducing parking requirements 

• Expanding the framework beyond faith-based land 

To empower faith-based real estate owners to successfully 
engage in affordable housing initiatives, support systems 
must be tailored to recognize opportunity and barriers 
facing these owners. Faith-based organizations need a 
champion throughout the development process. 

• Facilitate Community Dialogue 

• Address pre-development needs of faith-based 
owners  

• Pool resources and support for cohorts of faith-based 
owners 

• Fund owners-representatives support for faith-based 
owners throughout the development life cycle 

The Eastside is already engaged in this work.

Faith Land Initiative by the Church Council of Greater 
Seattle was established to promote community stewardship 
of land across communities in the Puget Sound Region.

To increase the financial feasibility of affordable housing 
developments on faith-based land, jurisdictions can think 
creatively about funding sources. 

• Mixed-Income Development: More flexible financing 
and loan terms to support market-rate homes on site 
and expand access to regulatory incentives that are 
available for 100% affordable developments on faith-
owned land

• Density Bonuses: Legalize density bonuses for both 
100% affordable projects and mixed-income 
developments on faith-owned land

• Leverage Additional Financing Resources: Mixed 
Income development unlocks more funding sources such 
as Amazon Housing Equity Fund and Microsoft’s MIT-E-
Mezz financing

• Support Creative Deal Structuring: Need to balance 
needs of faith-based organizations and affordable 
housing development

Regulatory Incentives

Capacity Building

Tools to Support Faith-Based 
Organizations Leverage Land for 
Affordable Housing

Source: Imagine Housing. 30Bellevue is located in the North 
Towne neighborhood of Bellevue next to St. Luke’s Lutheran 
Church. Imagine Housing worked in partnership with St. Luke’s 
Lutheran Church to realize the vision of affordable homes on 
their site.

https://www.thechurchcouncil.org/faith-land-initiative
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