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Developing Seattle’s Unreinforced Masonry Program

January 2023

Photo by John Skelton

Seattle Department of 
Construction and Inspections
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SEATTLE FIRE- 1889

The day after the fire, the Mayor called together all 600 
downtown businessmen for a city meeting. They passed an 
ordinance that all buildings and sidewalks constructed in Seattle 
had to be built of fireproof materials. Thus began Seattle's love 
affair with brick.
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1933 M 6.4 LONG BEACH CALIFORNIA

115-120 Fatalities
Destroyed 70 Schools
Seriously Damaged 120
$40M Property Damage $837M 
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EARTHQUAKE LEGISLATION- 1933

Field Act
(1 month post-quake)

Riley Act
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Plate Tectonics
• Not widely accepted until 

the mid-60s
• Seismic Design of 

buildings mostly non-
existent until the 70’s. 
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1949 M6.8- M7.0 EARTHQUAKE 
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1965 M6.5-6.7 EARTHQUAKE
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California Legislation
State URM Law 1986
Required local governments in high 
seismic zones to develop an inventory 
for URM Buildings and establish a loss-
reduction program.
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SEATTLE’S EARTHQUAKE HAZARDS

154

HISTORY OF SEATTLE’S URM WORK

2001
•Nisqually 

Earthquake

2007
•Seismic Hazard 

Report for Seattle 
(Reid Middleton) 

2008
•Development of 

URM Technical 
and Policy 
Committee

2012
•Proposed Retrofit 

Standard

2016
•Finished validating 

URM Inventory list
•Notified building 

owners

2017
•URM Policy 

Committee 
Recommendations

2018
•ASAP! Working 

Groups

•National 
Development 
Council Report on 
cost, financing, 
and funding

2019
•ASAP! Working 

Groups

2020
•State established 

C-PACER Program

2021
•Resolution 32033 

established URM 
program goals

•Updating of 
Technical standard

2022
•URM Proclamation

•SDCI hires URM 
Program Manager

•Updating of 
Technical Standard

Nisqually 
2001

Napa 
2014

Sichuan China 
2008

Chile 
2010

Haiti 
2010

Tohoku Japan 
2011

Christchurch NZ 
2011

Chiapas Mexico 
2017

Magna Utah 
2020

Turkey/Syria
2023
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EARTHQUAKES: NOT IF, BUT WHEN

Seattle HMP, SHIVA v7.0 4/10/2019
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2016 Building Inventory & Notification
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Seattle Legislation Past

12/26/1973 05/01/1978
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Politics: Costs, Displacements, Preservation 
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Public Safety & Historic Preservation

160
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Importance of Stakeholder Engagement

• Build Trust
• Transparency
• Increase Awareness and Understanding
• Build support for adoption

• Implementation is the metric
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Identification of External Stakeholders

• Building Owners
• Developers
• Family-Owned

• Building Occupants: 
• Renters & Advocacy Groups 

• RSJI Factors 
• Office workers
• Public Gathering

• Government Buildings
• Theaters
• Schools

• Public Passersby
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Identification of Internal Stakeholders

• Elected Officials: 
• City Council & Election Cycles
• Mayoral Election Cycles

• City Departments
• Budget
• Finance
• Planning
• Engineers
• Housing
• Neighborhoods
• Sustainability and Environment

URM

Displacement

Funding

Incentives

Permits/
Engineering

164

Working Groups

• Communications
• Technical Standard Briefings
• Building Owner & Tenant Needs
• Funding
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Communications:
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Technical Standard Briefings

• Life Safety Standard
• Alternate Method (“Bolts Plus”)
• Substantial Alterations

• Code Trigger Concerns
• Accessibility
• Fire Codes
• Energy Efficiency

• Past Retrofits
• Timelines & Compliance

• Critical Risk, High Risk, Medium Risk
• RSJI? Pedestrian?

• Opportunities for increased resilience
• Braced Frame 
• Energy Upgrades/Decarbonization Efforts
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BUILDING OWNER & TENANT NEEDS

• Identify and develop resources and 
services:
• To mitigate increased rent and tenant 

displacement
• To support and guide building owners

• Contractor trainings
• Process education and guidance

• Meet needs of underserved stakeholders
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Funding Opportunities
• Grants: 

• BRIC
• BCA Requirements, Hazus/Tool Limitations
• Resilience Zones?

• HMGP
• Berkeley Example

• Procurement issues
• Additional Upgrades

• Financing: 
• C-PACER
• Lender Sponsored Financing
• Insurance Incentives
• STORM? 

• Incentive Zoning (TDR)
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PROPOSED NEXT STEPS
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EARTHQUAKES: NOT IF, BUT WHEN
In the next 50 years: 

Seattle has an 86% chance of experiencing a M6.8 earthquake 
and 

33% of experiencing a M8 Earthquake.
Seattle HMP, SHIVA v7.0 4/10/2019
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Resiliency: Other Vulnerable Structure Types
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Resiliency: Building Codes vs Performance
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174
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QUESTIONS?

Amanda Hertzfeld
URM Program Manager 
City of Seattle
Amanda.Hertzfeld@seattle.gov


