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This gets more interesting (in my view) towards the end.

As Bonnie Frye Hemphill says, "If you don't already subscribe to The Seattle Times, consider supporting independent journalism today."

Seattle’s climate and housing efforts bottlenecked by ... power poles?

By GREG KIM
Seattle Times staff reporter

than $270,000. The project was
ultimately unprofitable in part

It was supposed to be a relatively
simple project—a fourplex in the
Central District— the kind of

because of the delays.
The problem, Perpetuity and
other developers say, is a ballooning

“middle housing” Seattle and Wash-  bureaucracy to connect homes to
ington officials say they power, an issue that
desperately need to fix '7Ni2 QW] cametoaheadinFebru-
the region’s housing ary 2025 when Seattle
crisis. City Light enacted a new
Butit turned into a nightmare policy: New housing with four or

for developer Perpetuity LLC, which
said the process to get four homes
hooked up to the city’s power utility
lasted more than two years, longer
than building the homes them-
selves, and cost the company more

more units on a lot was required to
plug into the electrical grid under-
ground. Until then, fourplexes could
connect overhead through power
poles.

Some builders are in an uproar,

saying the process of burying wires
can involve uncertain permitting
timelines with multiple city depart-
ments, requiring months to years of
design and engineering, and is pre-
venting some housing from ever
being built.

“One builder goes through that
once and they’re like, Tm not doing
thatagain,’” said Lucas DeHerrera,
who worked with Perpetuity on the
Central District fourplex through

development firm Blueprint Capital.

The fourplex predated the new
policy and had to bury wires under-
ground due to physical require-
ments, but DeHerrera said it shows
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how the process can derail a project.

Some former city officials have
also criticized City Light’s policies.
Inamemo to city council members
obtained by The Seattle Times
through a public records request,
Marco Lowe, who served as chief
operating officer under then-Mayor
Bruce Harrell, wrote that requiring
small projects to use underground
wires constrained the city’s ability
to address its housing shortage.

“Many decisions are made pri-
marily from a utility optimization
perspective, with insufficient con-
sideration of downstream housing
impacts,” Lowe wrote.

Seattle City Light says its new rule
was driven by policy changes up-
stream. In recent years, city and
state lawmakers have passed land-
mark legislation to tackle two of the
most pressing issues locally and
globally —housing affordability and

See > BOTTLENECK, A10

© 2026 Seattle Times Co.

Qurnewsprint contains ecyced
fiber, and inks are reused.

7||

59423122000

o TUE

This is a message from the NW Energy Coalition's WA Caucus (wacaucus@nwec-caucus.org) listserv. Messages are not moderated. Any opinions expressed in this email are those of the author
and not necessarily those of the NW Energy Coalition, its members, board or staff.


mailto:Jenna.Kay@clark.wa.gov
mailto:comp.plan@clark.wa.gov
mailto:Jeffrey.Delapena@clark.wa.gov
mailto:robharmon@convenientopportunities.com
mailto:wacaucus@nwec-caucus.org
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.seattletimes.com%2Fseattle-news%2Fclimate-lab%2Fseattles-climate-and-housing-efforts-bottlenecked-by-power-poles%2F&data=05%7C02%7CJeffrey.Delapena%40clark.wa.gov%7C820eee61b7e746417c0a08de7a3f12bc%7C389c6904b0734843a92d4a72a350cf02%7C1%7C0%7C639082608517812825%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=j0PgxLn1sI5uHtGCsVXuEmIWpEzJwxffItecI051%2BwU%3D&reserved=0
mailto:wacaucus@nwec-caucus.org

< Bottleneck

FROM A1

climate change— by mandat-
ing greater density and accel-
erating the electrification of
homesand vehicles.

‘Those efforts are colliding
againstan unexpected bottle-
neck: power poles.

‘The city’s utility says its
poles can't physically support
the added electrical load, so
lines must go underground.
Butthat’s not cheap. And
experts argue that, under the
current system, those costs
fall disproportionately on
lower-incomeresidentswho
end up paying more for hous-
ing.

‘The city is considering
some creative solutions. But
some could resultin uglier
neighborhoods, or require
residents to think differently
about when they —and their
neighbors —use electricity.
Asaresult, officials say they
areintroducing the ideas
slowly and with caution.

More power,
more problems

Seattle City Light's concern
is that powerlines will get
heavier, much heavier.

Untillast year, mostland in
Seattle was zoned primarily
for single-family homes. Now,
builders can add four homes
perlotnearly anywhereand
uptosixin areas next to tran-
sitafter Seattleimplemented
the state’s middle-housing bill
lastJune.

And each of those four or
sixnew homes could use
significantly more power than
the single-family home
they're replacing.

Since 2023, state energy
codes have pushed builders
toinstall electric heat pumps
innew homes instead of gas
furnaces. And Seattle has
required EV charging capabil-
ity in new homes with off-
street parking since 2019.

Now, imagine all four or six
homeson thatlot have their
carsplugged in at the same
time everyone s blasting their
electricheat pumps. That
scenariois what Seattle ity
Lightsaysits infrastructure
needstobe prepared for.

‘The uility says a fourplex
needsthicker wires that are
significantly heavier thana
standard overhead line fora
single family home. Plus, the
utility says it could need larg-
ertransformers —the gray
boxessitting on top of power
poles that reduce voltage
‘making it safe for home appli-
ances.

‘That’s more weight sitting

ontopof wooden polesand
heavierlines pulling against
them. Add strong winds dur-
ingastorm and a pole could
snapand fall into the street or
ontoa home.

“Itmight hit someone rid-
ing byina car. It could poten-
tially hurt someone while
‘maintaining the pole, and we
can'tput ourselves o the
publicatrisk,”said Andy
Strong, Seattle City Light's
environmental, engineering
and project delivery officer.

Seattle City Light's solution
toavoid that potential catas-
trophe is to route wires un-
derground and require build-
ers to pay forit. Larger apart-
‘ment buildings have always
had togounderground be-
cause of how heavy their
cables are, but fourplexes or
sixplexes were historicallyon
the cusp, and building electri-
fication and EV chargers push
them over the line.

“We don'twant to handicap
the developers n this, butyou
don'thave a choice,” Strong
said. “At some point, physics
rules”

Who pays for it?
Burying wires under-
ground, sometimes called
“undergrounding,” canre-
quire developers to build out
significant infrastructure, like
tubing for wires to travel
through and conerete vaults
thathold new equipment.

Undergrounding becomes
even more complicated when
existing power lines are on
the opposite side of the street.
That can require boring under
the publicright of way, ob-
taining permits from the city’s
transportation department,
restoring pavement and side-
walks, designing a traffic
control plan and coordinating
with utilities to avoid disturb-
ing existing water and sewer
lines.

‘Erich Armbruster, presi-
dentof Ashworth Homes, said
undergrounding and associ-
ated street improvements
added more than $700,000 to
a$12 million project to build
24 townhomes, around 6%
of thetotal cost to build the
homes. At the end of the day,
he said builders have no
choice butto pass thatalong
tobuyers.

Other builders say the cost
isn'tthe main issue for them.
It's the long, uncertain time-
lines. The process with just
one department, Seattle City
Light, takes an average of
8-10 months, but can some-
times stretch 2-3 years. City
Light says this includes time
the utility is waiting on the
applicant to complete parts
of the process.

“You could be inaworld of
hurt where you have finished
buildings and yourloans are
atfullinterest and you're
paying like, 30,40, 50 grand

KAREN DUGEY / THE SEATTLE TIMES
New multiunit homes could overburden existing power poles and power lines, like these on East Pine Street in Seattle.

amonthand you're justsit-
ting there waiting for power.
That’s what scares small
builders,” DeHerrera at Blue-
print Capital said.

Seattle issued permits for
9% fewer town home and row
‘house units in 2025 than the
yearbefore, dropping from
63410579, despite more lots
being made available for
fourplexes and sixplexes to
comply with the state’s mid-
dle-housing rules. Its unclear
how much wire-under-
grounding requirements are
responsible for that. Builders
are already squeezed by high
interest rates and stagnant
home prices. But theysay the
new policy isa definite factor.

“There are middle-housing
units that are not being built
that otherwise would have
gotten built because of the
new (Seattle City Light)
requirements. Thatis a fact,”
said Cameron Willett, a direc-
torat Intracorp Homes.

Dan Bertolet, senior direc-
torat Sightline, a Seattle-
based housing and climate
think tank, said the cost of
undergrounding wires should
be paid through abroad-
based taxsince everyone
benefits from the climate
impacts of electrifying homes
and vehicles and increased
density. Otherwise, he said it
could deepen the housing
shortage.

“When acostis added to

housing, it reduces the pro-
duction of housing. It makes
the housing shortage worse. It
pushes rents and prices up,”
Bertoletsaid. “We can con’
nectitall the way downto
homelessness.”

Solutions

Seattle City Lightis consid-
eringideas that would allow
middle-housing developers to
connect to power poles, while
addressing concerns they
couldsnap.

Oneof those s tobuild
stronger poles.

“Itwould make way more
sense for me to pay $10,000
or $20,000 to replace a pole
with a more modern material
that could hold a heavier
gaugewire,” Willett said,
than to deal with the uncer-
tainty of permitting processes
with city departments.

Strong said Seattle City
Light has identified a thicker
fiberglass pole that could be
strongenough to hold larger
transformers and heavier
wires, but said they may run
into obstacles due to their
aesthetics.

“It might have some unin-
tended consequences, be-
causeis a different material,
itsadifferentlook,” Strong
said.

Hesaid the utiity isplan-
ning to oll out those new
poleswitha few developers
inabeta-testing phase later

About the project
Climate Labis a Seattle
Times initiative that explores
the effects of climate change
in the Pacific Northwest and
beyond. The project is funded
in part by The Bullitt
Foundation, CO2 Foundation,
Jim and Birte Falconer, Mike
and Becky Hughes, Henry M.
Jackson Foundation, Martin-
Fabert Foundation, Craig
McKibben and Sarah Merner,
Mary Snapp and Spencer
Frazer, University of
Washington and Walker
Family Foundation, and its
fiscal sponsor is the Seattle
Foundation.

thisyear.

Another technology gain-
ing traction is the “smart
panel,” which controls how
‘much electricity gets routed
to different circuits in a home.

Smart panelsallow multi-
ple units on a single lot—
suchasa fourplex—toshare
athinnerservice line connect-
ed tooverhead powerlines. If
those properties collectively
exceed the limit of the line,
the panels throttle or imit
electricity to certain circuits
that homeowners can prede-
terminelike their EV char-
gers.

SPAN, one of the nation’s
leading smart panel manufac-
turers, is in discussions with
Seattle City Light about data
sharingand pilot testing.
According to the company, a
typical fourplex is only ever
throttled less than 1%of the
time during peak usage, while
sixplex propertiesreach that
threshold somewhat more
frequently.

Strongsayshesa fanof
smart panels, butsays the
‘main barrier for City Light to
use them to approve thinner,
lighter wires s that they arer't
Yetrecognized for that pur-
pose under the National Elec-
tric Code, a U.S. standard for
safe electrical design.

Ifsmart panels are a solu-
tion moving forward, Strong
said that might mean home-
owners will have to consider
‘more than they do today
about what time of day they
use electricity, and when their
neighbors use theirs.

“Maybe the smart panels
aren'treally intrusive asa
worst.case scenario could
indicate, butitis something
that needs to be discussed
before they're applied,”
Strong said.

Seattl Timesreporter David
~Kroman contributed reporting.

Greg Kim: 206-464-25320r

‘srikim@seattletimes.com.
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to address its housing shortage.

“Many decisions are made pri-
marily from a utility optimization
perspective, with insufficient con-
sideration of downstream housing
impacts,” Lowe wrote.

Seattle City Light says its new rule
was driven by policy changes up-
stream. In recent years, city and
state lawmakers have passed land-
mark legislation to tackle two of the
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